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ABSTRACT 
CONNECTING TO GOD: 
 
EXPLORING THE LANGUAGE, MOTIVATION, AND  
 
THREE STRATEGIC EVIDENCES IN CONVERSION TO CHRIST 
 
by 
 
Stephen William Van Dop 
 
 This study purposes to explore the language, motivation, and evidences of 
conversion at Vineyard Church of Columbus, Ohio. This research uses a focus group 
interview method to record individual conversion narratives. The literature review 
focuses on the mission of the church, evangelism, conversion, the Holy Spirit’s role in 
conversion, and evidences of conversion. 
 The findings are threefold. First, conversion narratives at Vineyard Church of 
Columbus, Ohio, and do not reflect traditional evangelical conversion categories. Second 
the narratives did reflect a personal encounter with Jesus Christ. Third, the restoration of 
Christlike personhood, community, and cause are evidences of genuine conversion to 
Jesus Christ. 
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CHAPTER 1 
OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 
Between Two Worlds  
 
Making a decision for Jesus Christ does not necessarily equate with an immediate 
personal transformation into the new creation about which the Apostle Paul speaks in his 
second letter to the church in Corinth (5:17). Whether the decision to accept Jesus Christ 
as Savior comes in a dramatic moment or after careful deliberation, the issue of present 
and eternal salvation is settled the moment a person confesses sin and names Jesus as 
personal Savior (John 3:18; 5:24; 20:31; Eph. 1:13-14). Nevertheless, the process of 
personal transformation has just begun. New converts inevitably find themselves between 
two worlds: the familiar world of life apart from God and the new world of life with God. 
Even though both of these worlds continue to manifest certain realities and exercise a 
measure of influence, the former world begins a retreat while the latter advances. 
Although new believers are letting go of a known world, loveless and harsh as it may be 
for some, their affections and allegiances remain centered on things they can see, smell, 
hear, taste, and feel. As the kingdom of God asserts its presence, these affections and 
allegiances gradually refocus, by faith, on the person of Christ who may connect with 
their senses but who also may elude them.  
During this early phase, the transformation process can become a “mixed bag,” 
confusing and even frightening at times. An apt comparison is the birth experience of a 
human being. All new life in the human world begins with a birth experience. This 
experience brings pain and joy, strain and relief, tears and laughter all within a messy 
context. Similarly, the Apostle John describes the coming of God’s kingdom and spiritual 
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birth into his kingdom as an experience of light penetrating the darkness as well as the 
emerging into a world of light from a world of darkness (John 12:44-45). This emergence 
occurs when they give their lives to Jesus Christ and he brings them into God’s family 
just as human infants are brought into human families. The biblical designation for a 
person in this newfound relationship with God is the term disciple. Disciples (mathetai) 
are persons who invest their lives in following Jesus Christ as the head of the Christian 
family and master of their lives. The prophet Isaiah likens this relationship to that of clay 
to the potter (64:8), and even though a new and wonderful creation results from this 
creative experience, the process of being squeezed and molded into that new creation can 
be uncomfortable.  
The new disciple’s transition from the old life can be difficult in several 
immediate ways. First, it can be lonely. Old acquaintances, friends, and even family 
members are often unable to understand or even accept this new commitment, yet most 
profound decisions and experiences of life are things people want to share with others. 
When no one from a person’s familiar circle of relationships acknowledges or accepts the 
significance of a decision for Jesus Christ, loneliness can result.  
Second, a decision for Jesus Christ can be costly. Becoming a Christian can elicit 
outright hostility in the form of rejection or attack. A person may be shunned by puzzled 
looks, disapproving silence, or agnostic indifference.  
Third, the new convert may continue to struggle with old sinful patterns. 
Conversion to Christ can bring immediate and complete freedom from some old 
temptations, yet Christian saints through the centuries testify that sinful patterns continue 
to tempt, even though these patterns become easier to recognize following conversion. 
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Where sinful habits were taken in stride before conversion, the new Christian is now 
confronted and convicted of sin’s destructive power in each encounter with temptation. 
The result is often intense personal struggle.  
Fourth, emotional and relational pain often accompanies the experience of 
restoration and life in Christ. Old wounds from past sin need to be forgiven and healed. 
Forgiveness that is empowered by the Holy Spirit may have to be extended toward 
oneself or another individual or group in order for restoration to occur. Often this process 
takes a long time. Healing is a process that often begins in pain and requires courage and 
the support of the Holy Spirit to persevere through difficult history before ending in 
peace and wholeness.  
Finally, the stress of meaningfully integrating new beliefs, language, values, and 
practices into a person’s lifestyle is overwhelming. Like foreigners in a new country, new 
converts have their noses in a map frantically trying to avoid a wrong turn.  
All these transitional experiences are interpreted within a new and intimate 
partnership with the Holy Spirit who is guiding disciples to holy vocations within 
Christ’s community for the purpose of fulfilling God’s mission in the world. In summary, 
being birthed from the kingdom of darkness into the kingdom of light can be challenging. 
This challenge of understanding the birth process of the new convert is the focus 
of this study. The call of God to make disciples necessitates not only skilled and Spirit-
led evangelism but also a commitment to understand the birth process of new converts 
and their initiation into the kingdom of God as followers of Jesus Christ. Of particular 
interest was developing probing questions to enable a better understanding of conversion 
in the context of Vineyard Church of Columbus, Ohio (VCC). 
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Background 
Evangelism is the common concern and task of every Christian body and such is 
the case at VCC. The task of evangelizing is pursued weekly in the worship services, 
church programming, and in individual lives throughout the church. In a typical year, the 
church members will interact with five to seven hundred individuals who are making 
commitments to the Christian faith. Although responses to evangelistic invitations occur 
throughout most of the church events, the weekend worship services generate the largest 
number of evangelistic responses by far. 
VCC’s immediate goal with new converts is to introduce these individuals to 
Christian community in order to nurture discipleship. The primary objectives in achieving 
this goal are three: connecting new believers to a small group, encouraging consistent 
attendance in worship, and engaging their participation in ministry. The effectiveness in 
reaching this goal, however, is dismal. For every fifteen follow up attempts, VCC 
meaningfully connects with only one person. Worse, that person’s response to ongoing 
follow-up thereafter is mixed. Clearly, the effectiveness of this approach in guiding and 
nurturing new believers through the birth experience into the kingdom is uneven. 
Apparently VCC’s understanding of the dynamics of authentic conversion, as well as the 
methodology involved in following up conversion, is inadequate. VCC’s rate of growth 
in attendance has averaged 23.8 percent a year over the last thirteen years.  These growth 
numbers make tt is easy to ignore the issues of conversion and transformation; however, 
to do so would be to ignore Christ’s command to “make disciples” (Matt. 28:19). 
Understanding the Problem 
Followers of God result from genuine conversions to Jesus Christ. From Genesis 
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to Revelation, the Bible points to conversion as the way of initiating new life in the 
kingdom of God both for now and for eternity, and the key to a healthy conversion is 
beginning well with Jesus Christ as directed by the Holy Spirit. Nearly every week at 
VCC the Holy Spirit draws people into a saving faith with God through the gospel 
presentation and the call to accept Jesus Christ as Savior.1 As part of conversion, VCC 
seeks to encourage and guide individuals into the journey of living as committed 
disciples of Jesus Christ. With this great privilege comes great frustration. Even though 
the VCC is inspired by a clear vision for the building of the kingdom, encouraged by the 
obvious presence and work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of people in our church, and 
directed by an equally clear mission to find the lost and bring them out of the darkness 
and into the light, VCC still gropes in the dark as it seeks to guide new Christians. A 
clearer understanding of conversion is needed to help guide the journey of new converts 
into the kingdom of God. 
Several issues can be investigated in the conversion events as they occur 
throughout the evangelistic ministry of VCC. First is the need to understand exactly what 
people are indicating when they respond to an invitation to receive Christ in an audience 
of fifteen hundred people during one of VCC’s weekend worship services. The common 
assumption has been that a person’s response to the gospel call represent s a sincere 
acceptance of Jesus Christ as Savior; however, recent observations reveal that a 
percentage of those responding are not making a commitment to accept Jesus Christ as 
Savior as much as they are making a commitment to investigate Jesus more deeply. 
                                                                 
1This statement is in reference to Jesus’ statement in John 6:44 that God must initiate the process 
of entering into relationship with Christ. 
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When the latter is the case, the Church remains in the role of evangelism, and radical 
transformation of their lives should not be expected.  
A second issue arises when a response to the gospel call is indeed a commitment 
to accept Jesus Christ as Savior. That issue is when and how to communicate the 
implications of Jesus Christ as Lord including submitting their personal lives to his 
leadership, identifying with the people of God in his Church, and committing to his 
mission to the world. Therefore, a critical window exists immediately following a 
genuine acceptance of Christ where an opportunity to communicate these practical 
implications of discipleship is most effective. Questions regarding the length of this 
critical window are a focus of this study.  
The third issue is the need to explore and identify the common factors that 
facilitate Christian conversion to Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. This examination 
requires a two-part investigation: factors pertaining to acceptance of the person of Jesus 
Christ and factors involved in individual transformation as a disciple of Jesus Christ. Of 
specific interest in the latter part are the common factors involved in successfully 
assisting personal restoration, enfolding people into Christian community, and engaging 
them in the work of the kingdom. Such a study would be of great practical benefit in 
forming evangelism and discipleship strategies.  
The final issue regards a survey to identify the critical biblical/theological 
elements that indicate conversion. Identifying these elements would provide a helpful 
guide in verifying authentic contemporary Christian conversion. 
Exploring these issues would provide a deeper understanding of the interplay 
between evangelism, conversion, and discipleship in the lives of others. It would also 
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enable the Church community to grow in its ability to join and facilitate the spiritual 
journey of new converts as they become disciples of Jesus Christ.  
Supporting Literature  
    In the last thirty years, missiologists have spoken of the Church’s mission to make 
disciples as involving more than the simple goal of bringing individuals to an act of 
decision for Jesus Christ (Tippett, “Evangelization” 624; “Lausanne Covenant” 760). To 
make disciples means facilitating radical conversion. The “Willowbank Report,” the 
product of a January 1978 consultation on gospel and culture, sponsored by the Lausanne 
Committee for World Evangelization and conducted in Willowbank, Somerset Bridge, 
Bermuda, states that “the radical nature of conversion to Jesus Christ [resulting from 
evangelism] needs to be affirmed in the contemporary church” (494). Radical conversion 
involves “a new mind, and new way of life, a new community, and a new mission, all 
under the lordship of Christ” (495). The Church trivializes the making of disciples if it 
pursues anything less than what the Bible calls “being born from above” (John. 3:3, 5-7) 
resulting in a radical transformation that the apostle Paul calls a “new creation” (2 Cor. 
5:17).  
Several publications have called attention to the need for a greater understanding 
of radical conversion. In his book, Foolishness to the Greeks: The Gospel and Western 
Culture, Lesslie Newbigin speaks of the Western church’s need to think of making 
disciples of Jesus Christ in terms of a threefold conversion: conversion to God, 
conversion to the Church, and conversion to the world (mission). The Lausanne Covenant 
shares this perspective. In speaking of the nature of evangelism, the Lausanne Covenant 
states, “[T]he results of evangelism include obedience to Christ, incorporation into his 
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church and responsible service in the world” (760). Missiologist David J. Hesselgrave has 
been among the voices calling for a deeper understanding of conversion within the larger 
call for renewal in the way the Church thinks about its witness in general (622-23). 
According to another missiologist, Charles Van Engen, the discussion has broadened 
with recent writings concerning spirituality. Van Engen states that “James Fowler’s 
Stages of Faith and Henri Nouwen’s works are voices joined with those of the Third 
World calling the church to a radical threefold conversion to God, the church, and to the 
world for whom Christ died” (11). Finally, Gordon T. Smith, in a 2001 publication 
entitled Beginning Well: Christian Conversion and Authentic Transformation, again calls 
for the Christian Church to “rethink the language of conversion within our faith 
communities that informs our experience of Christian conversion” (49). While the 
consensus of contemporary missiologists is that the Church’s understanding of 
conversion is meager, assumed, nearsighted, and fuzzy, little has been done to examine 
the events, processes, language, or motivation of conversion with greater precision and 
depth. 
Theological Foundation 
The biblical/theological foundation for this study is derived from several passages 
depicting both the character and the principles of God’s kingdom. Examining the biblical 
texts demonstrates the value of the historic doctrine of the Trinity as it relates to the 
complexity of true conversion.  
 The well-known Great Commission for the Church stated in Matthew 28:19-20 
provides the first principle of God’s kingdom, the priority of mission: 
  Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of  
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  the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to  
  obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with  
  you always, to the end of the age.  
 
Someone once said that the mother of all theology is missions. This commission 
functions as the key, orienting passage for mission by the Church to the world. The 
instructions are simple but have profound implications for evangelism. First is the 
command to go and make disciples. This command begins with inviting people to accept 
Jesus as Savior, but it means much more. God calls his disciples not only to announce 
that Jesus brings life eternal, but that he brings that life now. His kingdom has come. 
People are invited to live in that kingdom as disciples, not just believers. The Church is 
called to go and be available to help initiate people into that kingdom for the first time. 
The Church fulfills this task confident that God goes ahead preparing the work to be done 
in individuals’ hearts. 
Acts 2 portrays a model for the Church in understanding how evangelism is 
practiced and the key role the Holy Spirit plays in initiating people into the kingdom. The 
Church has come to refer to this initiation as conversion. Simply put, it is the positive 
human response of acceptance to God’s gift of grace. The Church is given the privilege 
of acting as the midwife in the new births of individuals. 
The doctrine of the Trinity acts as the template in the Church’s calling to make 
disciples. The Trinity models true personhood in the personhood of God. It also models 
true community as God lives in relationship or community amid the unity of the three 
persons of God. Finally, the Trinity models mission as this Tri-unity acts as a community 
that sends out. The heart of God’s activity in this world is mission. The experience of the 
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new convert must ultimately reflect all three of these aspects of God in a new person, a 
new community, and a new mission. 
Matthew 13:3-23 records the parable commonly named the “Sower and the 
Soils.” The parable draws from commonplace agricultural conventions to illustrate 
another kingdom principle: “[T]he sower must sow widely to ensure a good harvest” 
(Keener 237). Four kinds of soil are presented to underline the point that not all ground 
will respond to the sown seed or yield good fruit. The pathway soil rejects the seed 
because the soil is too hard. The rocky soil shows immediate response to the seed but 
lacks room for the roots necessary to sustain growth. The thorny soil responds as did the 
rocky soil but allows too many competing interests for the seed to grow and thrive. Only 
the plowed soil provides a context where the sown seed is received and fruitful growth 
occurs. The implication of this parable is that “the only conversions that count in the 
kingdom are those confirmed by a life of discipleship” (239). By this account, true 
conversion occurs not only through verbal profession, but also through whole life 
commitment to Jesus Christ. So Paul, in his letter to the Romans writes, “if you confess 
with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the 
dead, you will be saved” (10:9). 
The Context of the Study 
The context of this study was the Vineyard Church of Columbus (VCC) in 
Columbus, Ohio. The church is located in northeast Columbus and participates in the 
Association of Vineyard Churches in America. The greater metropolitan Columbus 
population is estimated at 1.6 million. This church is where I currently serve as the Pastor 
of Evangelism and Connect Ministries.  
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VCC began as three house churches located in the vicinity of Ohio State 
University on the near north side of the Columbus downtown district during the late 
1970s. Organized as a single congregation in 1982, it adopted the name Christ 
Community Church. During these years the church was completely lay led through an 
elder system. In 1987 the church became associated with the Vineyard Movement. The 
church changed its name to the Vineyard Christian Fellowship of Columbus and named 
its first senior pastor. At that time, the congregation numbered two hundred fifty to three 
hundred people in attendance at weekend worship. Since then, the church has grown 
rapidly, averaging 23.8 percent yearly growth in attendance with a peak year of 39.6 
percent growth and a low year of 11.4 percent growth in 2002. Currently, the 
membership of VCC is 6,100 members with an average weekend worship attendance of 
5,400 (Vineyard Church, Congregational Meeting 26).2 In the last ten years, VCC has 
planted fourteen churches and sent out mission teams to eight internationa l sites. 
The congregation is largely middle-class Caucasian but is attracting increasing 
percentages of African-Americans, Africans, South Americans, Europeans, and Latinos. 
The unmarried adult population in the congregation comprises 45 percent of total 
worshipping attendees. Additionally, a large Somali population estimated at twenty 
thousand (U.S. Census Bureau, “Census 2000 Data for State of Ohio”) lives near the 
church. The Somali people have not attended worship services but have been the 
recipients of VCC’s outreach projects and are being targeted for an expansion of our 
English as a Second Language (ESL), medical clinic, and sports programs. 
                                                                 
2  These numbers are part of the independent auditor’s report of Capin Crouse LLP Accountants 
and Consultants, Greenwood, Indiana. 
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The mission statement of VCC is “to develop a community of passionate, mature, 
reproducing disciples and to plant passionate, mature, reproducing churches who reflect 
the words and deeds of Christ in the surrounding community to the glory of God” 
(Vineyard Church, “Our Mission Statement” 6). The definition of a disciple used for our 
mission statement is “a person who in the context of the church is passionately committed 
to a lifelong process of worshipping Jesus’ person, obeying Jesus’ words, doing Jesus’ 
deeds, and imitating Jesus’ life” (6).   
Regarding the development of a disciple, the church embraces several additional 
statements: 
1. Disciples are developed in community. We don’t just want a collection of 
individuals or a crowd. God is looking for a people, a community, who  
share a corporate value system. Discipleship happens in the context of 
relationships, not in isolation.  
2. Disciples are passionate. Discipleship doesn’t happen without passionate  
and intentional commitment. You don’t drift into discipleship or osmose  
life and formation without choosing, without goals, without a clear plan to 
follow Jesus. Our intention to follow involves our whole heart and soul  
and mind and strength. It’s not a lukewarm or bloodless sterile 
commitment. Effort must be consistently exerted. Discipleship involves 
total devotion, extreme fervor, and passionate zeal. When someone is 
passionate, they are internally motivated. They give, share their faith, enter 
fellowship, worship, pray, study, not because they are forced to, or 
because they are manipulated, but because they love Jesus and want to 
serve him. 
3. Disciples are called to maturity. Discipleship is not the product of one 
class or ten classes or a certain set of experiences. We never arrive in this 
life at full obedience or complete imitation of Jesus. We commit ourselves 
to a lifelong journey. Discipleship is not something that a church, a group, 
or another individual can do to a person. Every individual is responsible 
before God for his or her own growth. But discipleship is not 
individualistic. Growth only occurs in the context of loving relationships 
in the church. 
4. Disciples are reproductive. We want to develop reproductive disciples. 
Real disciples impact the world. Consider the early church. Disciples 
produce other disciples. Maturity and reproduction, depth and numerical 
growth are part of discipleship. The fruit of our labor must not just be 
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individual disciples, but the planting of new churches. (Vineyard Church, 
“Our Mission Statement” 6) 
 
The ministry priorities of the church are centered on Christ and derive from 
biblical teaching. They are as follows: worship, community (small groups), and 
discipleship, which includes compassionate ministry to others and evangelism among 
others. Throughout the history of VCC, a great emphasis has been placed on intimate, 
informal worship and healing “broken” people. Developing Christian community through 
small groups became a central value for VCC in the early 1990s. In the last eight to ten 
years, evangelism has become a growing priority. In the last three years, discipleship 
training has received increased attention. The church building is simple and practical. 
Equally, the congregational style is casual dress and informal interpersonal interactions. 
Nevertheless, the staff and congregation demonstrate a high degree of intensity for 
ministry. VCC describes itself theologically as doctrinally orthodox, evangelical, and 
empowered. 
Definition of Terms  
Within the last thirty years of missiological literature different definitions for the 
concepts of evangelism, conversion, and discipleship have been argued. Additionally, 
while missiologists and evangelists have called for a more thorough discussion regarding 
the nature and scope of conversion, the use of the concept of conversion has been 
inconsistent and lacking in precision. As a result, empirical study regarding the language 
and motivation of conversion has remained undeveloped and conclusions fuzzy. Certain 
terms are germane to this study and, therefore, require precise definition. The following 
list of terms and their definitions are key to this project. 
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Trinity  
  Trinity simply means “tri-unity” (Geisler 730). God is a unity. He is also a 
plurality in his unity. These two truths regarding the Trinity are evident in Scripture: (1) 
God is one and (2) God is three distinct persons as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The 
Trinity is a highly practical doctrine. It serves as a structure to remind the Church not 
only of the three ways God reveals himself as Father, Son and Holy Spirit but also to 
model true personhood, as well as the communal and missionary nature of God. For the 
purpose of this study, the Trinity is used to engender a fuller understanding of God’s 
salvation: personhood within a missional community. 
Evangelism 
Foundational to this project is William Abraham’s definition of evangelism “as 
that set of intentional activities which is governed by the goal of initiating people into the 
Kingdom of God for the first time” (95).3 This definition is oriented to results but not 
simply results that are church-centric, visible, or pragmatic. Additionally, this definition 
does not limit the evangelism result to a single event or moment but suggests the 
possibility of a series of events before full initiation into the kingdom of God is achieved. 
Evangelism, then, is understood as the intentional activity of proclamation and persuasion 
toward making a decision (initiation) for Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. 
Conversion 
Conversion is “an integral concept in the Bible, though it does not always appear 
under this name in English translations” (Bloesch, “Conversion” 272). In the Bible, 
                                                                 
3 This concise definition of evangelism is consistent with the much longer and comprehensive 
definition of evangelism stated in the Lausanne Covenant developed at the International Congress on 
World Evangelization in 1974. 
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convert means turn (Routley 1). The Hebrew word for turn is shûb. The New Testament 
Greek counterparts of shûb are expressed by two word groups that deal with its various 
aspects: epistrepho and metanoeo (Laubach 353; Morris 33). The modern day meaning 
for the word conversion derives from these three biblical words (Morris 32), which all 
describe a decisive change in the direction of a person’s whole life and personality 
toward or back towards God (Acts 26:20; Goetzmann 359; Laubach 354-55; Morris 32-
37; Routley 8). For the purposes of this study, conversion is the human response, viewed 
as an event, to the saving work of God through faith in Christ as empowered by the Holy 
Spirit in which a person decides to “surrender his will to God” (Laubach 355) and to turn 
back to the triune God. “Conversion involves a change of lords” (355). This presupposes 
and includes a complete change under the influence of the Holy Spirit (354).   
Conversion is to be distinguished from “salvation.” Salvation is God’s work and 
only God’s work; conversion is human activity (Smith 16). Similarly the term 
“regeneration” is contrasted with conversion: “Regeneration and conversion are words to 
describe two different ways of viewing salvation. Regeneration is viewing salvation from 
God’s side…[C]onversion [is] viewing salvation from our perspective” (Metzger 89). 
Conversion, then, is understood in this study to represent the decisive human response of 
faith to a triune God’s grace-filled invitation to enter into personal relationship with this 
God with a person’s whole life. This decisive event results in what the Apostle Paul 
describes as a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17; Gal 6:16-17) that expresses itself in Godlike 
personhood, community, and purpose. 
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Peri-Conversion 
Conversions do not happen in a vacuum but between two bookends called 
evangelism and discipleship. Evangelism is the process toward Jesus Christ prior to 
conversion, and discipleship is the process (deeper) into the life of Christ following 
conversion. While conversion is specifically understood in this study as a single event, 
when a person affirms Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord, the broader reality of conversion 
is that the issues surrounding conversion are not static but dynamic and ongoing. Peri-
conversion is the dynamic process of change surrounding the conversion event that is 
occurring as a person moves increasingly toward Christ and into the life of Christ. 
Disciple 
For the purpose of this study, the definition for “disciple” is nearly identical to the 
definition of disciple at Vineyard Columbus. VCC’s definition of a disciple is “a person 
who, in the context of the church, is passionately committed to a lifelong process of 
worshipping Jesus’ person, obeying Jesus’ words, doing Jesus’ deeds, and imitating 
Jesus’ life” (Vineyard Church, Newcomer’s Class 13). A slightly amended definition of 
disciple is used for this study. A disciple is a person who, in the context of the Church, is 
passionately committed to lifelong growth in the process of worshipping Jesus’ person, 
obeying Jesus’ words, doing Jesus’ deeds, and imitating Jesus’ life. Discipleship, then, is 
a lifelong growth into the life of Jesus Christ. 
Description of the Project 
This project consists of eleven interviews conducted with eleven focus groups 
over a period of three months. I conducted ninety-minute interviews at the VCC where I 
currently serve as the congregation’s Pastor of Evangelism and Connect Ministries. 
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Each interview was structured to explore the peri-conversion elements first in the 
foundational event of conversion to Jesus Christ and then in the threefold post-conversion 
evidences following conversion in Christ. These post-conversion evidences are 
commitment to reflect the person of Christ, to join his church (community), and to 
engage in his cause (mission). At each session, I used the same set of open-ended 
questions. The interviews involved focus groups of two to five people and one 
interviewer.  
Purpose 
The goal of this project was to examine the common peri-conversion elements 
and the conversion elements themselves that initiate transformation into a full life as a 
disciple of Jesus Christ. This study had two foci. The first focus was the common 
elements in a conversion decision to accept Jesus Christ. The second focus was the 
common elements shared among the three key evidences of true conversion to Jesus 
Christ: participation in the mind or person of Christ, participation in Christian 
community, and participation in Christ’s mission in the world. Therefore, the purpose of 
this project was to explore, collect, identify, and describe the common factors involved in 
establishing true conversion to Jesus Christ during the initial twenty-four months as a 
new believer. Figure 1.1 depicts a linear view of the possible decisions for a new believer 
following a conversion to Jesus Christ. 
Because this study is concerned with the initiation of the disciple of Jesus Christ, 
the majority of the possible combinations of decisions related to initial faith in Christ 
were eliminated. This study only considered combinations of possible decisions that 
result from an affirmation of Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. According to this criterion 
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and the linear depiction (see Figure 1.1), the total number of possible scenarios is eight. 
This data, when gathered and analyzed, can inform the planning of a comprehensive 
conversion strategy toward lasting spiritual transformation and mature Christian living. 
 
 
Christ             Aff 
 
  
Restored Personhood                   Aff                                 Rej  
 
         
Restored Community       Aff                  Rej                  Aff                   Rej  
 
 
Restored Cause        Aff        Rej      Aff       Rej      Aff      Rej      Aff       Rej 
 Key: Affirmed = Aff;  Rejected = Rej 
Figure 1.1. The decision tree depicting three strategic decisions following conversion       
                    to Jesus Christ. 
 
 
 
 While linear depiction Figure 1.1 is helpful in identifying the possible 
combinations of and correlations between decisions made in this study, it does not 
accurately represent the dynamic of how decisions could be made. An inaccurate 
assumption is that decisions for the new disciple following conversion to Jesus Christ 
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would proceed in this sequence. The Holy Spirit works creatively with each person and 
different people initiate discipleship in different ways. The process is more dynamic 
among the three evidences of conversion. Therefore, a more systemic model was adopted 
to depict this reality in the study. Figure 1.2 illustrates this model. 
 
                                      Restored Personhood 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Restored Community                      Restored Cause 
Figure 1.2. Possible dynamic processes resulting in three evidences of conversion. 
 
Research Question #1 
      What personal background factors are the participants of the focus groups 
bringing to this study? 
  Decision 
 for Christ 
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Research Question #2 
 How do new believers at VCC describe the journey toward and experience of 
their conversion?       
Research Question #3 
      What other factors do new believers at VCC recognize/describe that strengthen 
their initiation as followers of Jesus Christ? 
Methodology 
 
 This project was an explorative study in the descriptive mode, using a focus group 
design. The study developed a study sample from a population of new Christians at VCC 
in order to study four areas of exploration: conversion to Christ and the resulting 
evidence of that conversion as it related to restored personhood, community, and cause 
(mission). These focus groups were convened at VCC and facilitated by me. The 
interviews conducted with each focus group utilized the retelling of evangelism and 
conversion narratives.  
Population and Sample 
The population for this study was believers who had become Christians within the 
last twenty-four months and completed the VCC Newcomer’s Class. This population was 
identified by the following three criteria: (1) individuals who had completed the 
Newcomer’s Class in the last twenty-four months, (2) individuals who identified 
themselves as belonging to the “unchurched” or “non-churched” prior to their conversion, 
and (3) individuals who had submitted for approval the “Covenant of Faith and 
Membership” form necessary for membership at VCC. Individuals responding to an 
invitation to participate in the study identified the sample.  
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Instrumentation 
This study used five instruments. The first instrument was the “Covenant of Faith 
and Membership” document. The instrument lists seven specific commitments as 
members of VCC and was used to identify candidates for the study (see Appendix A). 
The second instrument was a pre-focus group survey (see Appendix B). This 
survey asked questions pertaining to the fulfillment of the seven “Covenant of Faith and 
Membership” commitments.  
Third, each participant completed a personal data questionnaire (see Appendix C). 
This survey was completed during the first ten minutes of each focus group interview. 
The focus group questions comprised the fourth instrument used in the study (see 
Appendix D). These questions corresponded to two foci: conversion to Christ and the 
demonstration of this conversion as evidenced by decisions toward Christlike 
personhood, to his church (community), and to his cause (mission). The purpose of this 
instrument was to engage the participants in telling their conversion narrative. 
The final instrument was the interviewer. I served as the primary source of all 
observations and the only person conducting the focus group interviews.  
Validity and Reliability 
 
Prior to the start of the data collection, a trial interview was conducted with active 
Christians at VCC. This pilot interview provided feedback on the validity of the content 
and identified the need for additional questions for the questionnaires.  
Data Collection 
 
Part of the information for the project was collected in written, questionnaire form 
(see Appendix C). Within the four-tiered decision tree structure (see Figure 1.2), decision 
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options were identified for the purpose of clarity in the data collection and comparison in 
the interpretation of the results. Since Christian conversion by definition begins with 
acceptance of Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord, this single affirmation decision was the 
beginning point for the conversion decision tree. The next three strategic points on the 
decision tree have to do with key decisions regarding mature discipleship. Where a 
strategic point of discipleship was affirmed the capital letter for that category was 
assigned. Where a strategic point was rejected a pound sign (#) was assigned. The 
assigned letters and pound signs are understood sequentially moving from the top to the 
bottom (i.e., personhood, community and cause) Figure 1.3 is a depiction of these 
assignments. 
 
Decision for Christ           Aff 
 
  
Restored Personhood         Aff  (P)                Rej (#)  
   
       
Restored Community       Aff  (C)          Rej (#)             Aff  (C)             Rej (#) 
 
 
Restored Cause       Aff (C)  Rej (#)  Aff (C)   Rej (#)  Aff (C)  Rej (#)  Aff (C)  Rej (#) 
Key: Affirmed = Aff; Rejected = Rej 
 
Figure 1.3 Identification assignments for the four strategic points of conversion.                   
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Finally, each of the focus groups was assigned a sequential number beginning 
with number one and continuing through eight. A recording device was used during the 
interview, and I took notes concerning the narratives.  
Delimitations and Generalizations  
The motivation to engage in this research emerged from a need within the 
evangelism and assimilation strategy at Vineyard Church of Columbus. Hundreds of 
attempts by the Evangelism Department to follow up with individuals who had made an 
initial, public response resulted in frustration regarding the poor state of most new 
believers in their willingness to walk with Christ. These experiences clearly pointed to 
the need for greater reflection and understanding of the theology and ongoing experience 
of conversion in the life of a new believer. Because so many ministries at VCC have had 
similar experiences, the interest in this project was high. The study was limited to those 
new believers who met the following four criteria.  
1.  Affirmed faith in Jesus Christ within a twenty-four month period from the 
beginning of the study, 
2.  Completed Parts I and II of the Newcomer’s Class within a twenty-four month 
period from the beginning of the study,  
3.  Identified themselves as having been “unchurched” or “non-churched,” and 
voluntarily completed and submitted the  “Covenant of Faith and Membership” form 
necessary for membership at VCC. 
Second, this study did not seek to compare or contrast the different progressive 
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combinations possible among these four strategic conversion/decision points. Finally, I 
limited the study to the event of conversion to Christ and the periconversion events that 
follow related to personhood, community, and cause.  
Overview of Study 
Chapter 2 reviews the selected literature and research pertinent to this study. It 
examines the theological foundations of conversion and biblical conversion narratives.  
Chapter 3 presents a detailed explanation regarding the design of the project, the 
research methods, and the methods of data analysis, and Chapter 4 furnishes an analysis 
of the findings. Finally, Chapter 5 reports major findings of the study and practical 
applications that flow out of the research. It also offers suggestions for further inquiry. 
The conversion experience has the potential for radical transformation, yet that 
same experience is cloaked in the mystery of the work of God in human lives. Christians 
are called to participate in the task of calling people to God. When this task is faithfully 
pursued the Church will witness human transformation occurring through conversion to 
Jesus Christ. Still, even as participants with God in the work of conversion, capturing and 
understanding all that occurs in conversion is difficult. Nevertheless, this study sought to 
probe deeper into the subject of conversion in search of baseline criteria regarding the 
key elements in the theology and experience of conversion at VCC. The success of this 
endeavor will enable VCC to be a better steward of both time and resources in 
responding to hundreds of new converts each year.  More importantly, VCC will grow in 
fulfilling the call to make disciples for the kingdom of God. 
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF SELECTED LITERATURE 
 
Struggles in the Kingdom of God 
      “Becoming a Christian and being a Christian are like sunshine and warmth–they 
are inseparable. One does not exist without the other” (Posterski 134). Unfortunately, a 
counter phenomenon of a growing gap between belief and practice appears to be 
sweeping North America. 
  According to a 2000 Gallup survey, over 96 percent of Americans believe in the 
existence of God or a universal spirit. Additionally, 84 percent believe Jesus Christ is 
God or the Son of God. Further, 75 percent pray to God daily. Eight in ten Americans 
consider themselves to be Christian, and six in ten completely agree that the only 
assurance of eternal life is a personal faith in Jesus Christ (Gallup and Jones 177-81). The 
poll also reports that weekly church attendance is at 43 percent. These statistics indicate 
that stated Christian beliefs, and possibly conversions, are failing to translate into fruitful 
Christian faith practice. 
In another survey conducted in 2000, George Barna compared becoming a 
Christian and becoming a disciple. Once again, the research indicated a growing gap 
between Christian belief and Christian practice. Barna’s research identified a significant 
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downward trend in stated beliefs and maturing discipleship in North American churches. 
Surveying a random sample of adult Christians, Barna discovered the following data. 
About four out of ten cannot define worship. Half of those who do attend worship report 
that they do not experience the presence of God in a typical service. Less than 25 percent 
make worship a regular part of their lifestyles. In the area of evangelism, less than half of 
all believers claim they have any personal responsibility to share their faith. Less than 
one out of ten have ever intentionally built a friendship with a non-Christian in order to 
share their faith (“Growing” 29).  
      Shocking data regarding biblical knowledge also appeared in Barna’s research. At 
least 75 percent of those surveyed believed that the Bible teaches, “God helps those who 
help themselves.” Additionally, only about half believed such basic evangelical doctrines 
as the physical resurrection of Jesus, the Holy Spirit as a living entity, that people who 
reject Christ as Savior go to Hell, that a person cannot earn entry into heaven, and that 
Satan is a living entity, not just a symbol. Finally, less than half believe in the existence 
of absolute moral truth (Growing 57-71). 
      This statistical data are convincing and demonstrate a growing disconnection 
between personally stated belief in salvation for eternity and salvation exhibiting itself 
through true daily discipleship. For many, the kingdom of God ushered in as the mission 
of God through his Son Jesus Christ remains more “not yet” than “already.” Many 
Christians continue to live spiritually immature lives characterized by a lack of relational 
connectedness to other Christians as well as a lack of Christian purpose and power. The 
evidence of people’s daily lives indicates that they remain largely unaffected by avowing 
knowledge of and belief in Jesus Christ.  
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       In stark contrast to this picture, the collective testimonies within the Scriptures 
speak of radically transformed lives full of peace, hope, and vitality. Jesus talked about 
greater fulfillment in the human life experience. “I came that they might have life and 
have it abundantly” (John 10:10). The Apostle Paul speaks of this personal 
transformation when he writes to the church in Corinth: “So if anyone is in Christ, there 
is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!” (2 
Cor. 5:17).  These words inspire and instill hope. They indicate a transformation from 
rebellion to obedience (Matt. 10:24-25; John 15:5; Rom. 12:1-2; 2 Pet. 3:18), from 
isolation to genuine community (Acts 2:46-47; 1 Cor. 12:7; Eph. 4:11-13; Heb. 10:24-25; 
2 Tim. 2:2), and from self-absorption to mission (Exod. 12:1-3; Matt. 28:19-20; Luke 
24:44-49; John 20:21; Acts 1:8). Yet, for so many, these are unrealized words.  
Increasingly, the evidence suggests that surprisingly little lasting spiritual transformation 
results in the lives of many people who claim belief in Jesus Christ and pray to God in 
Jesus’ name. 
  Perhaps the main reason for so little spiritual transformation resulting in the lives 
of many professing Christians is their poor beginnings in the Christian faith. Essentially 
they have an incomplete conversion. In a sense they are like a stillborn child, dead at 
birth. The popular understanding of Christian conversion is praying a simple prayer that 
at least acknowledges Jesus is Savior and Lord, yet in case after case, this approach to 
conversion falls far short of the command to make disciples for God’s kingdom. The 
evidence resulting from this approach points to genuine conversion occurring only 
sporadically, occasionally resulting in disciples. I believe that the mission of making 
disciples will only take hold in a dynamic way through careful and renewed attention to 
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the nature of a true conversion. A study of conversion in pursuit of making disciples must 
include an evaluation of the best possible kind of follow up process that promotes lasting 
change in the lives of those who have been evangelized.  
Reviewing the Missional Equation of the Kingdom of God 
      Renewed attention needs to be given to the mission of the church in fulfilling the 
task of evangelism before examining the nature and process of a true conversion in the 
life of an individual. That mission is twofold: announcing the kingdom and summoning 
people to accept and live in that kingdom.  
Announcing the Kingdom of God  
      The word “evangelism” is commonly used in Christian circles, but its meaning is 
often varied. The word “evangelism” derives from the Greek noun euangelion, meaning 
good news, and the verb euangelizomai, which means to announce or proclaim or bring 
good news (Weber 382). This good news is the coming of Jesus Christ into the human 
experience, bringing the message of God’s love and restored life to share with the world. 
The Gospel of Luke records Jesus beginning his earthly ministry with the words of Isaiah 
61:1: 
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
because he has anointed me 
to bring good news to the poor.  
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 
and recovery of sight to the blind,  
to let the oppressed go free,  
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. (Luke 4:18-19) 
 
Foundational to the good news was, and is, the announcement that the “kingdom of God 
has drawn near!” (Matt. 4:17, 10:7; Mark 1:14-15). The meaning of this announcement of 
God’s kingdom is that a new era of salvation has begun. The source of this kingdom is 
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the “active, saving reign of a triune God in history” (“Evangelism in Reformed” 2). The 
most distinctive feature of this kingdom is the demonstration of its presence in Jesus’ 
person and mission (Ladd 68). To receive the kingdom of God, which brings fulfillment 
(John 10:10b), is to receive salvation from “the bondage and oppression of Satan’s 
kingdom” (Arnold, Powers of Darkness 78) and also to submit to the reign and mission of 
the triune God.  
 The overall impact of the coming of this kingdom is the possibility of the radical 
transformation of humankind. It announces forgiveness to the guilty, help for the poor, 
release to the captives, sight to the blind, deliverance to the oppressed. It announces a 
powerful divine reign of justice and peace (Luke 2:14; Acts 10:36; Eph. 2:17). 
Ultimately, the arrival of the kingdom of God is the announcement of the good news of 
the victory won by God through the death and resurrection of his Son over the powers of 
darkness (Arnold, Powers of Darkness, 80, 85; Power and Magic, 129) that had 
imprisoned humanity and creation (Luke 4:18-19; John 12:31-33; Acts 2:34-35; Eph. 
1:20-22; Col. 1:13-14; Phil. 2:9-11; Heb. 2:14; 1 John 3:8; Rom. 8:19-25). This 
announcement of the kingdom of God not only announces liberation from the powers of 
darkness but the availability of God’s power to persevere against the powers of darkness 
in the day to day ongoing mission of Jesus Christ in the world. This empowerment to 
confront and persevere with Satan and his kingdom of darkness began first with the 
twelve disciples (Matt. 10:1-16; Mark 6:7-11; Luke 9:1-6). It then extended to a larger 
team that Luke describes as the commissioning of the “seventy” (10:1-23). Finally, after 
Jesus’ resurrection, this power finds expression through the whole of the church where 
the followers of Jesus Christ were to proclaim and demonstrate the nearness of God’s 
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kingdom by words and appropriating the power and authority available to them by the 
very presence of Christ in their lives through the work of the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:8; 8:4-8; 
18:24-19:8:19:11-20; 20:25; 28:23-31).  
 The Apostle Paul encourages many of his budding infant churches in their power 
and authority to disarm the powers of darkness by continually reminding them of the 
victory of the cross that ushered in the reign of God. This is particularly evident in his 
letters to the churches in Colossae and Ephesus. To the church in Colossae, Paul asserts, 
“For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of 
the Son he lives, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (Col 1:13). For 
Paul, Christ is not only our redemption but has destroyed the power of the influence of 
the evil dominion (2:14-15). 
 In the letter of Paul to the Ephesians, Paul praises God’s incomparable power by 
which he raised and exalted Christ to a position “far above” every rank in the order of the 
powers of darkness (Eph 1:19-22). Continuing in chapter two, he states the implications 
of Christ’s superiority in the life of the Christian. The “ranking” of the follower of Christ 
is also over the powers of darkness. “And [God] raised us up with him and seated us with 
him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus” (2:6). The implication is that believers in 
Christ also maintain a superiority and authority over Satan’s kingdom. This truth 
becomes the basis for Paul’s discussion in of spiritual warfare at the end of the letter.  
The announcement that the kingdom of God has drawn near, therefore, carries a 
dual message. First that God has staged a rescue from humanity’s bondage to the 
kingdom of darkness. Second, not only has humanity been liberated but, it rules with 
Christ over the dominion of Satan. Both the power and authority of the kingdom of God 
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ensure that humankind can experience victory over the influence and threat of Satan’s 
kingdom in everyday life. This reality truly heralds a present experience for those who 
are “in Christ” where “everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new” 
(2 Cor. 5:17). 
 
Summoning People to the Kingdom of God 
Along with the grand announcement of a new creation is also a summons 
(“Evangelism of Reformed” 10). Those who hear this good news are called upon to make 
a decision to either embrace the truth of this announcement or reject it. The Holy Spirit 
and the human person are involved in this decision (4).  
      Satan, or the devil, is “the god of this world” (2 Cor. 4:4). While God is ultimately 
sovereign he continues to allow Satan to exercise a significant amount of evil activity in 
this world (John 14:30; 16:11). While Satan’s authority is limited it remains significant 
exercising hostile influence against God’s purposes in this world (Arnold, Powers of 
Darkness 93). In Second Corinthians Paul notes that this hostile influence has the 
capability to hold the human mind captive. He “has blinded the minds of unbelievers, to 
keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of 
God” (4:4; cf. Eph. 2:1-2). Only the power of God can effectively confront and break this 
evil influence in the human person. It is the work of the Holy Spirit to act against “the 
god of this world” (2 Cor. 4:4) to break this hold on humanity. He exposes the lies of the 
powers of darkness (Eph. 3:10) and disarms them as well. Paul communicates the reality 
of disarmament in the “once-now” schema. Clinton E. Arnold notes in his book, Power 
and Magic: The Concept of Power in Ephesians that this schema “occurs a number of 
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times in Ephesians and appears to be integral to the argument of the epistle” (150). The 
concept is plainly noted in Ephesians 5:8: “[F]or once you were darkness, but now in the 
Lord you are light.” The same schema can be found through the argument in Ephesians 
2:1-2. People can only be summoned to something of which they are aware. The Holy 
Spirit confronts the powers of darkness, breaking their hold on the human person so that 
the individual can become aware of the kingdom of God. 
The Holy Spirit not only breaks through the powers of darkness with the light of 
the kingdom of God but he also “draws” people toward himself and a decision for Jesus 
Christ (John 6:44). Additionally, the Holy Spirit convicts people of sin (John 16:7-11) 
and then applies salvation to the lives of the believers (John 3:5; Eph. 4:30; and Tit. 3:5-
7). From a biblical perspective the persuasive power of the gospel is the experience of 
God pursuing people with the “good news” and calling them to receive that message. 
This is accomplished by the work of the Holy Spirit.  
      A decision to embrace the truth is the human response. Smith uses the term 
“conversion” to identify this human decision: “Conversion is the human response to the 
saving work of God through Christ” (16). Stanley J. Grenz agrees when he speaks of the 
human activity of repentance and faith as the two essential ingredients of conversion in 
response to the gospel (Created for Community 180-86). According to the Bible, 
conversion is the response to the summons of the gospel to renounce all sin and to submit 
through repentance and faith to God’s saving reign in Christ (Mark 6:12; Acts 17:30; 
26:20). To embrace the good news is more than having an experience of the Savior who 
guarantees eternal life or even meeting a psychological need to feel better about oneself. 
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It means living in the kingdom of God, submitting to God’s reign, and committing to 
doing God’s will in the world (Matt. 7:21).   
      The announcement of the kingdom of God and its corresponding summons to 
respond to this kingdom are the central themes of the Bible. People who count 
themselves as Jesus’ disciples are called to follow his lead by proclaiming the good news 
and inviting (summoning) others into this kingdom. To proclaim “the kingdom of God 
has drawn near” is to herald the mighty actions of the triune God. God’s royal rule has 
invaded the earth in the coming of Jesus Christ and in the power of the Holy Spirit. To 
summon individuals to the kingdom of God is to invite people to live under his reign, 
now administered by Jesus Christ, the Lord of the world, and to be empowered by his 
Holy Spirit. To proclaim and summon are the work of evangelism. Conversion is the 
human response, encouraged and empowered by the Holy Spirit to that work.  
The Great Commission as a Definition of Evangelism 
      Evangelism finds its genesis in the initiative of God (Weber 382). God acted and 
sent his son Jesus Christ on a mission to reconcile a sinful world to himself. Christ fulfills 
this mission by ushering in a new kingdom of reconciliation with God through Christ’s 
death on the cross and his resurrection. He also extends his mission by enlisting the 
Church’s participation as heralds of this redeeming mission (2 Cor. 5:14 ff), as witnesses 
to his restoring work of salvation (Acts 1:8), and as ambassadors of his renewed reign (2 
Cor. 5:11-12). In the New Testament commission, Christ sends the Church to “go and 
make disciples of all nations.” The Gospel of Matthew records it this way: 
All authority in heaven and on earth is given to me. Go, therefore, and 
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey 
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everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you 
always, to the end of the age. (28:19-20) 
 
This Great Commission inaugurates and defines the Church’s missional task of 
evangelism. It represents the authority and imperative for the mission. It also identifies 
the goal, task, content, promise, and time of the mission. The following paragraphs 
outline the different aspects of this definition of evangelism. 
The Authority of Evangelism 
      The Great Commission begins with a clear declaration of authority for the 
mission. Jesus simply claims that “all authority” has been awarded to him for his 
faithfulness in accomplishing the mission for which God the Father sent him (Matt. 
28:19a). The gospel writers recall Jesus’ temptation by Satan in the wilderness at the 
beginning of Jesus’ ministry (Matt. 4:1-11; Mark 1:12-13; Luke 4:1-13). Jesus could have 
had authority over “all the kingdoms of the world” simply by asserting himself as God’s 
Son in response to Satan’s challenges (Matt. 4:3, 6) or accepting Satan’s offer (Matt. 4:9). 
Instead, he rejected Satan’s offer and responded to Satan’s challenges by quoting the 
Word of God and remaining obedient to the mission of the Father, even to death on a 
cross. This obedience to the Father results in Christ’s victory over the powers of 
darkness.  He now possesses complete lordship over both heaven and earth and the whole 
universe (Tasker 274).  
The Apostle Paul gives full expression of this victory in Colossians chapter two. 
“He disarmed the rulers and authorities and made a public example of them, triumphing 
over them in it” (2:15). Paul makes the same point in his letter to Ephesus. “And he 
[God] has put all things under his feet” (1:22). In essence, Christ is given heaven and 
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earth to do with them whatever he wants. With this authority Jesus commissions his 
disciples to extend God’s mission of reconciliation to a lost and broken world. This is 
accomplished evangelistically by two fundamental actions: announcing the arrival of 
God’s kingdom and summoning people to receive this kingdom  
In announcing the arrival of God’s kingdom Jesus’ followers are now also 
claiming undisputed authority over Satan and his kingdom of darkness. This authority 
translates practically into an assertion of God’s disciples to access divine power that is 
superior to the power of Satan and his kingdom. The cross of Christ is the pivotal point 
for the disciple in sustaining this assertion. The authority of the evangelist comes from 
keeping his or her eyes on what the cross has accomplished in the face of dark powers 
and principalities. Arnold, in his book Powers of Darkness: Principalities and Powers in 
Paul’s Letters, notes several key biblical understandings of the authority of God and his 
kingdom in relation to the powers and principalities associated with Satan and his 
kingdom (100-08). The first understanding is that the ultimate sovereignty of the Creator 
was never called into question (Eph. 1:11; 3:15; Col. 1:15-20). Second, is Christ’s victory 
over the powers (Col. 2:15; Heb. 2:14; 1 John 3:8). Third, is the supremacy of Christ in 
relation to the powers (Eph. 1:20-21). Arnold writes that “Paul viewed this as a Messianic 
fulfillment of Psalm 8:6 and Psalm 110:1” (107). Paul extends this point in his letter to 
the Church at Ephesus by saying that Christ is the ruling “head” over everything (Eph. 
1:10, 22-23; Phil. 2:10). The final biblical understanding is that the “powers” are Christ’s 
captives (Eph. 4:8-10; Phil. 2:9-11). Arnold concludes, “[A]lthough he was always 
sovereign because he was the Creator, Christ still needed to defeat those rebellious 
powers. The cross, resurrection and exaltation of Christ are the basis of his victory over 
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the powers” (109).  
      The claim of authority over “powers and principalities” was no small matter for 
the early Church. Arnold documents the widespread belief in evil spirits as well as the 
active practice of magic and divination the years of the early Church for not only Greco-
Roman and Oriental cultures but also in the Jewish culture (Powers of Darkness, 21-74). 
What was true in ancient cultures regarding belief in evil spirits and engagement in the 
practice of magic and divination is true in the contemporary world as well. Philip Jenkins 
has written about where the next Christendom will emerge in the future world. According 
to Jenkins, the momentum in the future rise of Christianity will remain with the United 
States but also shift significantly to the southern hemisphere in places like Africa, Brazil 
and Latin America (90). Within these latter cultures there remains an acute awareness of 
the existence of evil powers and principalities as well as the active practice of magic and 
divination.  Christianity in the southern hemisphere stresses the role of Jesus as “prophet 
and healer, as Great Physician” (116). Jenkins further notes that “the practice of healing 
is one of the strongest themes unifying the newer southern churches” (124) and, in fact, 
within Africa, “churches stand or fall by their success in healing” (125). Indeed for 
Africa, “healing is the key element that has allowed Christianity to compete so 
successfully with its rivals outside the Christian tradition” (126). These signs of power 
accompanying the announcement of God’s authority over the powers of darkness, 
whether in the ancient or contemporary world, is no small matter. They communicate the 
“concept of spiritual warfare, of confronting and defeating evil demonic forces” (129). 
This announcement of God’s authority is a practical evangelistic message. It is a practical 
“message of comfort, peace and hope for all those who confessed Christ” (Arnold 86) 
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and become a part of God’s kingdom.           
Charles H. Kraft, in an article entitled, “Three Encounters in Christian Witness” 
expands on the basic concept of “power encounter” initially introduced by missionary 
anthropologist Alan Tippett in his book People Movements in Southern Polynesia (206). 
Kraft identifies three kinds of encounters in Jesus’ ministry: truth encounters, allegiance 
encounters and power encounters. In announcing the kingdom of God, Kraft notes Jesus 
confronting Satan with power and with truth (409). This is a demonstration of the 
authority of God and his kingdom. Followers of Christ are called to evangelize the 
nations with demonstrations of kingdom truth and power over evil as evidence of God’s 
authority resulting in deeper understanding and freedom (410). 
Along with the authority to announce God’s kingdom is the authority to summon 
people to receive this kingdom. Kraft’s third encounter, the allegiance encounter, is 
accessed and demonstrated by the follower of Christ. Typically Jesus began ministry by 
“teaching, followed by a power demonstration, then a return to teaching” (“Three 
Encounters,” 409) as found in passages such as Luke 4:31-5:26; 6:6-11, 17- 26. Kraft 
notes that “appeals to allegiance to the father or to himself appear both implicitly and 
explicitly throughout his teaching” (409). Nevertheless, Jesus seemed to direct his 
teaching more to the “committed” and to use power demonstrations when interacting with 
people who were not yet followers” as it is (409). While the truth and power encounters 
operate in announcing the kingdom and drawing people toward the kingdom (John 6:44) 
the allegiance encounter asks for an “exercise of the will of commitment and obedience” 
(410). It is, in effect, a summoning to enter the God’s kingdom. Involved in this 
summoning is the expectation to grow in Christ and to demonstrate the character of 
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Christ as enabled by the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:29; Gal. 5:16-26; 1 John 5:19).  
Followers of Jesus Christ are his witnesses (Acts 1:8). The authority to evangelize 
encompasses not only involves announcing God’s kingdom in truth and power 
encounters but also in summoning people to God’s kingdom with authority in 
cooperation with the Holy Spirit through the allegiance encounter. 
The Command for Evangelism 
George E. Morris writes, “The living God seeks us long before our seeking 
begins” (44). From the Bible’s first words, “In the beginning” (Gen. 1:1), God is a seeker, 
and this seeking God sent Jesus to fulfill his mission of love to lost people. Paul writes, 
“But when the right time finally came, God sent his own Son to set free those who were 
living under the law, so that we might become God’s children” (Gal. 4:4-5). Jesus 
fulfilled this mission. Now Jesus’ plan to extend the mission of the kingdom is 
accomplished by sending the Church into the world as his witnesses (John 20:20-21). He 
commands that his disciples “make disciples,” (Matt. 28:19) by announcing the kingdom 
and summoning people to accept the kingdom. A note of urgency is found in this 
command. The Greek verb matheteuo means, “to make a learner” deriving from the root 
manthano, “to learn” (Mounce 277). It is in the imperative form. Literally translated it 
means “make disciples now!” The command is “surrounded by three participial clauses: 
one should make disciples for Jesus by going, baptizing and teaching. Making disciples 
involves more than getting people to an altar; it involves training them as thoroughly” 
(Keener 400). The scope and location of this command is not restricted to Israel but to 
“all nations.” In this sense, the Church is filled with a pioneering people (Grenz, Created 
for Community 217). The ultimate implication of this charge is to travel worldwide into 
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territories known and unknown for the purpose of mission and evangelism (Bloesch, 
Essentials 2: 157). Because of this directive, the “evangelistic work of declaring the 
gospel is the primary ministry that the church has toward the world” (Grudem 373).  
The Goal of Evangelism 
Thirdly, Jesus defines the goal of evangelism. The Church is to make disciples, 
but differing views as to how this goal is understood have been presented and debated 
over the past century in the Christian Church. In 1918, the Church of England stated that 
the goal of evangelism was to “so present Jesus Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit, 
that [people] shall come to put their trust in God, through Him, to accept Him as their 
Saviour, and serve Him as their King in the fellowship of His Church” (W. Conn, 
Christian Conversion 98). For others, the goal of evangelism is the simple proclamation 
of the gospel. Representative of this perspective is J. I. Packer who argues with the 
Church of England’s definition of evangelism, suggesting that the word shall be replaced 
with the word may. In 1961, Packer offered this justification for changing the definition 
of evangelism: 
According to the New Testament, evangelism is just preaching the gospel,  
the evangel. It is a work of communication in which Christians make  
themselves mouthpieces of God’s message of mercy to sinners. The  
way to tell whether in fact you are evangelizing is not to ask whether  
conversions are known to have resulted from your witness. It is to ask  
whether you are faithfully making known the gospel message. (41) 
 
      C. Peter Wagner challenged this view of evangelism in the 1980s. He argued 
again for the word shall to be reinstated (Frontiers, 128, 132-33). For both the 1918 
Church of England and Wagner, the goal of evangelism is not only announcing the 
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gospel; it is also that witnessing people accept the gospel and count themselves as part of 
God’s people, the Church. 
      In the 1990s Steve Sjogren, founding pastor of the Cincinnati Vineyard, 
developed and promoted a new way of thinking about evangelism. Sjogren mobilized his 
entire congregation to participate in acts of service to others outside the church, 
motivated by kindness that he named “servant evangelism” (215). Sjogren’s contribution 
with servant evangelism is that it opened up participation in evangelism to everyone. 
The practice of servant evangelism reconnected the contemporary church with the 
practice of evangelism in the early Church where ordinary Christians drew attention to 
the Gospel through ordinary and extraordinary acts of kindness to each other and the 
world. Rodney Stark, in his book The Rise of Christianity, speaks of the huge 
evangelistic impact of this approach to evangelism (88-94; 104-11). 
Three prevailing views as to the goal of evangelism are represented in these 
historic argument. First is evangelism of “presence.” The reality of Christ’s love is 
demonstrated by the presence of Christians engaging in acts of kindness to others. 
Evangelistic success is determined by the number of acts of kindness done in the name of 
Jesus. A second view is that the goal of evangelism is proclamation. Packer and many 
others represent this view. Evangelistic success is measured by how many hear and 
understand the message of the gospel. A third view is promoted by Wagner and others. It 
measures evangelistic success in terms of results. They identify the goal of evangelism as 
persuasion. Effectiveness is defined by how many accept Jesus Christ as Savior and 
become his disciples serving in a local Christian church. In essence, these three views 
promote three different kinds of evangelism: presence, proclamation, and persuasion 
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(Wagner, “On the Cutting Edge” 532). 
      In his book Evangelism and the Early Church, Michael Green offers a mediating 
definition of evangelism as “proclaiming the good news of salvation to men and women 
with a view to their conversion to Christ and incorporation in his church” (7). This 
definition introduced the concept of intention to convert on the part of the evangelist as 
the goal of evangelism thereby differentiating intention from hard results. Thus, the 
hearer’s decision whether to choose Christ and his Church is a separate result from 
evangelism. 
In 1989, William Abraham offered an additional refinement in this debate 
between proclamation, intention, and results. He states, “We can best improve our 
thinking on evangelism by conceiving of it as that set of intentional activities which is 
governed by the goal of initiating people into the kingdom of God for the first time” (95). 
Several aspects of this definition call for careful consideration. First, Abraham avoids the 
danger of defining the goal of evangelism strictly in terms of verbal proclamation. His 
definition opens the door for demonstrations of the kingdom of God to stand as a viable 
witness as to the gospel, such as the pursuit of peace and justice in the name of Jesus 
Christ. Further, acts of kindness through service to others, as popularized by the 
emergence of servant evangelism developed by Steve Sjorgen at the Cincinnati Vineyard 
Church, could also be included as faithful witnesses for Jesus Christ. Second, even 
though Abraham’s goal for evangelism remains results driven it still provides a broad 
context for doing evangelism that is not limited to the church environment, to visible 
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activity, or to pragmatic results.4  
Jesus’ charge to the church was, and still is, to make disciples. Fulfillment of this 
mission entails a holistic approach to evangelism that seeks not only to introduce 
individuals to Jesus Christ but also to introduce them to Christlikeness within his church 
and involve them fully in his cause. In his book Foolishness to the Greeks: The Gospel 
and Western Culture, Newbigin delineates a threefold conversion formula in the process 
of making a disciple: conversion to God, conversion to the church, and conversion to the 
world. This threefold conversion framework is affirmed in the comprehensive definition 
of evangelism of the International Congress on World Evangelization (1974). According 
to the Lausanne Covenant, the results of evangelism include “obedience to Christ, 
incorporation into his church and responsible service in the world” (760). Certainly, 
growing true disciples demands involvement in the entire life of the church, such as 
worship, education, fellowship, mission, and the final goal of participating in reproducing 
other disciples of Jesus Christ. Abraham’s definition of evangelism as “that set of 
intentional activities … governed by the goal of initiating people into the kingdom of 
God for the first time” (95) sharpens the role of evangelism in this disciple-making 
process.  
The Target of Evangelism 
If the goal of evangelism is to “initiate people into the kingdom of God for the 
first time” (Abraham 95), the next step is to identify who exactly are the recipients of the 
gospel. The answer to this question is that “all nations” (Matt. 28:19) or, all people of the 
                                                                 
4 I am indebted to Charles Van Engen for providing the main body in the debate regarding the goal 
of evangelism. His discussion can be found in his book, You Are My Witness: Drawing from Your 
Spiritual Journey to Evangelize Your Neighbors, pages 58-59. 
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world are the recipients.   
In the books Evangelism in the Early Church by Green and The Rise of 
Christianity by Stark, the issue of how Christianity spread to the world is examined. 
Several factors are noted in the evangelization of world, but two evangelistic targets stand 
out as key. The first factor is relational networks. Both Green and Stark speak of the 
spread of the gospel through personal or cultural networks. The gospel is shared first 
among the Jewish people through both personal and cultural connections. (Green 93-134; 
Stark 49-72). It continues through personal networks gradually touching the Gentile 
population (Green 134-72; Stark 73-128). Christine D. Pohl’s book Making Room: 
Recovering Hospitality as a Christian Tradition, recalls the power of hospitality in the 
home as an evangelistic method of building and using social networks to share the 
gospel. Pohl speaks to the benefits of recognizing people and extending dignity to people 
through hospitality as a powerful tool in impressing people about the nature of God and 
his people (61-77).  
While the gospel does have success in crossing dramatic cultural barriers, such as 
in the case of the Ethiopian and Cornelius (Acts 8:26-40; 10:1-48), it seems to move 
mostly within cultures and in smaller steps across cultural barriers according to Green 
and Stark. In this sense, the closer the cultural relationship the better. Ralph D. Winter 
acknowledges this idea to be true in his article, “The New Macedonia: A Revolutionary 
New Era in Mission Begins.” Winter states that people find it easier to hear within their 
culture (342). This corresponds to Kraft in his book, Communication Theory for 
Christian Witness. Kraft uses communication theory to analyze the dynamics of 
communication for Christian witness. One of the keys to communication is to be receptor 
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oriented (67). The language is much more efficient when it shares the same culture. 
Winter points out that evangelism within a culture is more powerful (345), but cross- 
cultural evangelism is still essential in fulfillment of the Great Commission (Winter and 
Koch 511). 
The second target is cities. The strategic importance of evangelistic work in urban 
areas was clear. Stark points out that early Christianity used urban areas as a way of 
opening up new geographic areas. Christians simply began in large urban areas where 
“interpersonal relationships based on kinship, friendship, or commerce” (135) were 
readily at hand. A concentration of people lent itself to a greater network of people in 
which to spread the gospel. Using cities as strategic evangelistic targets not only worked 
in antiquity but also in the history of Christianity in America. Roger Finke and Rodney 
Stark note that “as cities grew so did religious participation” (204). Finally, Jenkins looks 
to the population growth of the world in the future and notes the trends of urban living. 
The most successful evangelism occurring today is within urban areas with the young and 
displaced migrant people (92).  
The Tasks of Evangelism 
Several tasks, then, are needed to accomplish this goal of making disciples of all 
nations. The first task is to “announce good news” (Spicq 82). This announcement is to 
be shared with joy. Ceslas Spicq writes about this announcement of good news as it is 
understood in the in secular Greek: 
            The verb euangelizomai, “announce good news,…” is always used in the  
context of joy, at least from the point of view of the messenger: “I bring  
good words, happy news … and I want to be the first to announce to you.” 
Usually, the announcement concerns victory and peace. (82) 
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The Septuagint also uses euangelizomai to translate the piel of the Hebrew verb basar 
with the idea of joy again found in the root of the verb (83). Spicq concludes that “the 
word ‘evangel’ was perfectly suited to refer to the announcement of the birth of the  
Savior Jesus and his death” (86). Additionally, it became the “ideal word in Pauline 
kerygma for announcing salvation through Christ’s victory over Satan, sin, death, and 
superstition: the good news from God!” (86-87). Announcing the good news was a 
central task of the kingdom of God within the New Testament. The word euangelion is 
used seventy two times in the New Testament, including sixty in Pauline literature. The 
Gospel of Mark uses it eight times, six of which are within quotations of Jesus (87-88). 
When the verb euangelizomai is used in the New Testament, Spicq notes that it is always 
used within the context of the human voice:  
[The evangel] always expresses an oral announcement,… but because it  
is the word of God and of the Spirit (1 Pet. 1:12), it is accompanied by 
power and the working of miracles. It brings about new birth (1 Pet. 1:23-
25) and salvation (1 Cor. 15:1-2; cf. Acts 16:17), stirring joy (Acts 8:8). 
(87) 
 
Christians are people who evangelize with joy, fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah: “How 
beautiful are the feet of those who announce good news” (52:7). 
Second, new Christians must be baptized under the lordship of Jesus Christ. 
Baptism is both an act of initiation and conversion. The practice of baptism is a visible 
expression of repentance that results in the forgiveness of sins (Ladd 37), and a 
demonstration of admission into God’s kingdom (387). In the Bible, baptism always 
follows an act of repentance and faith (Acts 2:38, 41) and is a symbol of people 
becoming identified with Jesus Christ in his death, burial, and resurrection (Rom. 6:1-4). 
The act of baptism is a visible sign that a person is turning away from an old life and 
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beginning to live the new life in Christ. Through baptism, a person is confirmed in the 
decision to follow Christ, brought into the community of God’s people, and engaged to 
contribute to the work of God’s mission in the world. 
Once people are initiated into the kingdom of God, the teaching process begins. 
The task of teaching is the task of building into people a stronger discipleship by 
illuminating for them the message of Jesus. In this sense, the process of teaching follows 
the experience of initiation into the kingdom through baptism. Teaching can also 
contribute to part of the initiating function of evangelism. People need to be oriented to 
the state of the fallen world around them and in them and then informed about God’s 
solution through the “good news” of Jesus Christ. 
The Content of Evangelism 
The content of evangelism is the proclamation (Grenz, Created for Community 
224) of the good news that relational reconciliation with God and others is possible 
through Jesus Christ. “The Great Commission given by the risen Christ to the apostles 
was the proclamation of the remission of sins through his death and resurrection” 
(Bloesch, Essentials 2:157). Additionally, it is represented through the very presence of 
the Church in the world as it continues to testify, “that God has acted, is acting, and will 
act” (Grenz, Created for Community 224). The possibility for this relational 
reconciliation finds its source and model in the Trinity. 
The doctrine of the Trinity is a reminder that to be in relationship with God is to 
be in relationship with three persons. Biblically, God shows himself to be God the Father, 
God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, yet this is not a fragmented relationship. While 
fully acknowledging these three persons, the Bible affirms that God is one. The concept 
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of one God is presented early in Judaism as a central teaching. A passage commonly 
called the Shema asserts, “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one” 
(Deut.6:4). The New Testament remains consistent with this teaching. Jesus, when 
answering the question, “What is the greatest commandment?” begins his answer by 
quoting the Shema (Mark 12:29). So also Paul, while defending the deity of Christ, 
reminds the church at Corinth, “[T]here is but one God, the Father, from whom all things 
came and for whom we live” (1 Cor: 8:6a).    
Additionally, God is personal. Contrary to the popular depictions of God at the 
movies, God is not an impersonal dynamic force, a principle, or an idea. As Julie A. 
Gorman says, “God is a Person enjoying and pursuing relationships” (24). This truth has 
been etched deep into the historic creeds of the Christian Church. For centuries Christians 
have confessed, “God in three Persons, blessed Trinity.” 
Equally a part of the Trinity is its highly communal nature. As Jurgen Moltmann 
and Elisabeth Moltmann-Wendal reflect, “The unity of God is found to be in the singular 
character of that shared community” (96). Each member of the Trinity has a special 
function that helps identify him. The Father initiates creation and plans for the salvation 
of creation following the fall (John 3:16; Eph. 1:4). The Son accomplishes salvation on 
the cross (John 17:4; 19:30; Heb. 1:1-2) and at the resurrection (Rom. 4:25; 1 Cor. 15:1-
6). The Holy Spirit draws unbelievers and applies salvation to the lives of the believers 
(John 6:44, 3:5; Eph. 4:30; Tit. 3:5-7). While the members of the Trinity are unique, they 
are also in relationship with one another as distinct persons. This relatedness creates the 
unity of community. Concerning this unity in community Moltmann and Moltmann-
Wendal state the following: 
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The three divine persons are not there simply for themselves. They are 
there in that they are there for one another. They are persons in social  
relationship. The Father can be called Father only in relationship with  
the Son; the Son can be called Son only in relationship with the Father.  
The Spirit is the breath of the one who speaks. The breath goes out from  
the Father in the eternal moment in which the Father speaks the Word,  
which in another relationship is called the Son … Being-a-person means  
being in relationship. (97) 
 
Such interdependence is illustrated richly in the gospel encounters as the Son 
represents and reveals the Father, while the Spirit carries out the fulfillment of claims 
made by the Son. Scripture records evidence of close connectedness and interdependence 
between the members of the Godhead, particularly in the Gospel of John (4:34; 5:30, 36; 
8:38; 14:24; 16:7, 13, 14; 17:6-10). In summary, God’s image portrays community. The 
oneness of God is established in community. No unity exists without community. Such 
sharing within the Trinity reveals the solidarity, wholeness, and mutuality present in the 
Godhead. 
 God created humanity as persons made in the image of the personhood of the 
triune God. Therefore, personhood can only be known in relationship to others–first with 
God, and then, by consequence of a personal relationship with God, in relationship with 
others. The original good news was the relational connectedness of humanity with God 
and his world in his original act of creation; however, Adam and Eve chose to disobey 
God and sinned, thus causing the original fall from relationship with God. As the 
Christian story goes, good news was replaced by bad news. Salvation through Jesus 
Christ’s death and resurrection made reconciliation with God possible and restored 
relationship with the person of God and other human persons. Humanity’s bad news was 
transformed to good news once again. This story of good news, bad news, and good news 
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is based on the personhood of God. As a father, his creative act of making human beings 
in his image established relationship with him that reflected his image. When the loss of 
his image and the severing of relationship occurred due to sinful decisions by humanity, 
God the Father acted again. He sent Jesus, God the Son, on a mission to restore 
humanity’s God created image and reestablish relationship. Today God the Holy Spirit is 
the counselor and guide of the Church enabling God’s people to announce this story and 
invite others to make this story their own as well. This is the content of evangelism. 
The Promise of Evangelism  
 The promise of the Great Commission is that the presence of Jesus would be with 
his followers continually: “I am with you always” (Matt. 28:20b). The Christian Church 
recognizes his presence in the person of the Holy Spirit. This promise is consistent with 
other gospel witnesses. In the Gospel of John, chapters 14-17, Jesus told his disciples that 
a change was about to occur. He would leave, but following his departure, the Holy Spirit 
would be sent so that the disciples would not be alone in carrying out the mission of the 
kingdom. This presence is available to us today in two fundamental ways. First, the Holy 
Spirit is personally present within the Christian. Emil Brunner affirms this point: 
[W]hen we say “Holy Spirit” we mean that mode of God’s being by  
which He is present within us, and operates in our spirit and heart. His  
first and decisive activity is this, that he makes Christ present to us. (12) 
 
Calvin concurs, “[T]he Holy Spirit is the bond by which Christ effectually unites us to 
himself” (2: 538). Gordon D. Fee, in his book Paul, the Spirit, and the People of God, 
issues the same perspective from the Pauline literature. Fee writes, “[T]he outpouring of 
the Spirit meant for Paul that God had fulfilled his promise to dwell once again in and 
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among his people” (9). Fee notes the language of indwelling and temple imagery in 
Paul’s writings to support this point: 
 The Spirit is spoken of as being “in you/us (1 Thess. 4:8; 1 Cor. 6:19;  
 14:24-25; Eph. 5:18 [in the imagery of “filling”]). The location of “in 
you/us” is the “heart” (2 Cor. 1:22; 3:3; Gal. 4:6; Rom. 2:29; 5:5). This in 
turn becomes the language of “dwelling in” (1 Cor. 3:16; 2 Cor. 6:16; 
Rom 8:9-11; Eph. 2:22). (17) 
   
Paul uses temple imagery to the Spirit as the returned presence of God among his people: 
This imagery occurs four times in Paul, three times in keeping with its Old 
Testament precedents (1 Cor. 3:16-17; 2 Cor 6:16; Eph 2:22) where God 
dwells in the midst of the people by means of tabernacle and temple, and 
once in keeping with the promised new covenant (1 Cor. 6:19-20), there 
the “temple” is now the body of the believer, “who is in you, whom you 
have received from God. (18) 
 
 The Holy Spirit’s presence also means the presence of power. Again Fee 
comments, “The Spirit means the presence of great power, power to overflow with hope 
(Rom. 15:13), power sometimes attested by signs and wonders and at other times by joy 
in great affliction” (Paul, 146).  Further, the Holy Spirit empowers a life of prayer. Fee 
notes that “praying ‘in the Spirit’ (however that is understood) is also God’s provision for 
his people in another area of weakness–in the ongoing struggle ‘against the principalities 
and powers’” (148). 
 Second, the Holy Spirit’s presence provides the Church with a leader to follow in 
mission. The disciples are instructed in Acts 1 not to begin the mission of the kingdom 
immediately. Instead they are to wait “for the promise of the Father” (v. 4). When the 
promise of the Holy Spirit is fulfilled in Acts 2, the mission of the kingdom of God 
resumes in an explosive way and continues to expand dramatically and surprisingly 
throughout the rest of Acts (4:31; 8:17; 10:44-46; 19:6).  
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 While the reformers and the heirs of the reformed tradition had a high view of the 
mission of the Church, very little practical commentary is found among them regarding 
the Holy Spirit’s role in this mission. Recent evangelical publications speak more directly 
to the Holy Spirit’s involvement in mission. Grenz notes that the Spirit’s role in mission 
consists of four primary areas: convicting people of sin (John 16:8), calling people to 
respond (Isa. 55:10-11; 1 Pet. 2:9; cf. Rom. 9:24; 2 Tim. 1:19), illumining people to 
accept the Word (1 Cor. 2:10), and enabling people to respond to the good news (1 Cor. 
2:4-5) (Created for Community 186-90). Grenz adds that “we may capsulate the 
implication of his [Holy Spirit’s] work with four grand theological terms: regeneration, 
justification, liberation, and empowerment” (191). 
 Fee notes that from The Acts of the Apostles and the New Testament literature 
that follows, the Holy Spirit manifests his presence through two primary avenues:  
proclamation and revelation (Paul 76-82). The Spirit empowers the proclamation of the 
good news through both word and deed (Rom. 15:18-19). “By ‘word,’” comments Fee, 
“he [Paul] refers to his preaching; he explains ‘deed’ as referring to ‘signs and wonders 
through the power of the Spirit’” (78). Additionally, the Spirit unveils some of the 
mystery of God. Fee states that this revelation occurs in two ways. “First, in 1 
Corinthians 2:6-16, the Spirit is understood to have revealed what is formerly hidden–and 
is still hidden to those without the Spirit” (79). Of primary importance in this revelation is 
“what God [in Christ] has freely given us” (1 Cor. 2:12). Second, the Spirit reveals the 
wisdom of God’s plan as it is unfolding. For example, in Acts, the Holy Spirit reveals to 
the apostles the inclusion of the Gentiles as heirs of the kingdom of God. In Ephesians 
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3:2-13, Paul writes that the acceptance of the kingdom including the Gentiles could have 
only come through the revelation of the Holy Spirit.  
 In the end, the promise of the presence of God through the work of the Holy Spirit 
is both comforting and practical. The early disciples entered a hostile world with the 
comfort of knowing that God went with them; however, they also engaged in a mission 
mandate that was far beyond their capacity to understand or fulfill. They communicated 
with the Holy Spirit who was not only their counselor and guide but also the principal 
actor. The impact of this promise of presence for the disciples was the realization that the 
power of evangelism rested in the hands of the Holy Spirit and not in themselves as 
evangelists. The same promised Holy Spirit available to the Church today to empower 
her to be faithful to continue this mandate. 
The Time of Evangelism  
 Finally, a word needs to be stated about the duration and urgency of evangelism. 
Jesus instructs the disciples that the mission of the kingdom of God will continue “to the 
end of the age” (Matt. 28:20c). Scholars generally interpret the “end of the age” as the 
end of this present age marked by the return of Jesus Christ (Keener 402; Tasker 276).5  
A note concerning longevity is found in this command. As Jesus points out to his 
disciples, no one except the Father knows the timetable for the present age (Matt. 24:36; 
Acts 1:6-7). With the timetable of Christ’s return unknown, the mission of the kingdom 
of God for this present age could continue for a long period of time. At the same time, a 
note of urgency is sounded. Because the timetable of the Father is unknown, the end of 
the age could come at any moment. The Church cannot simply assume that opportunities 
                                                                 
5 Both Keener and Tasker are representative of wide scholarly evangelical agreement on this point. 
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to share the gospel will continue indefinitely. Regardless, the important issue to keep in 
mind is that disciples need to be faithful with the mission of the kingdom of God in each 
opportunity. 
Summary of Evangelism in Matthew 28:16-20      
 
The Great Commission inaugurates and defines the church’s missional task of 
evangelism. It initiates the commissioning of the disciples. It gives guidance to the task of 
evangelism and sharing the evangel. Specifically, the Great Commission identifies the 
source of our missional authority as the person of Jesus Christ. Finally, it outlines the 
goal, task, content, promise, and timing of the mission. Evangelistic mission, as it was 
lived out in the life of the early Church and expressed in models that have developed as 
the Church evolved, shapes the experience of conversion in responding to the gospel 
invitation to enter God’s kingdom.  
The Human Response to Evangelism: Conversion 
Followers of God are made by conversion to the gospel of the kingdom of God. 
The following sections examine how conversion happens and the roles others serve as 
agents of this grace.  
The Complexity of Conversion 
 
Even though conversion is very complex it could easily be described as common. 
Its commonality is recognized in the fact that the term conversion is hardly unique to the 
Christian faith. World religions of all types commonly speak of conversion. A. J. 
Krailsheimer, lecturer at the University of Oxford, notes that even secular creeds, like 
Maoism or Marxism, speak of converts (1). This commonality of term among world 
religions and secular creeds does not diminish the complexity of conversion. 
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The complexity of conversion is found within the different human aspects of 
heart, mind, will, body, interpersonal relationships, and social context involved in a 
conversion. So trying to understand the nature of human conversion can become quite 
involved. The following paragraphs briefly describe two ways of understanding 
conversion in the field of religious sociological research. These paragraphs attempt to 
describe the complexity of conversion by examining the use of six typologies and the 
other makes the use of six motifs. 
Several types of conversion have been identified in religious sociological 
research. V. Bailey Gillespie and Lewis R. Rambo have identified six conversion types: 
ideal, apostasy, intensification, affiliation, institutional, and tradition. A summary 
description of each type can be found in Appendix E. 6 This listing of types is useful in 
describing the range and varying characteristics of many kinds of conversion (Rambo 12-
14). Scot McKnight, in his recent book, Turning to Jesus: The Sociology of Conversion 
in the Gospels, revised Gillespie’s and Rambo’s six conversion types to five, dropping 
the “ideal” type category (56). He studied conversion stories using Gillespie’s and 
Rambo’s conversion types as ways of categorizing the conversion experiences. In his 
research McKnight was able to substantiate each of the five conversion types. McKnight 
then extends these sociological conversion types to a biblical review of Jesus’ ministry. 
His observations of the biblical evidence is that while all types may be found in Jesus’ 
ministry the occurrence of the intensification type is most prominent followed by the 
affiliation type (118-22). Since Jesus limited his ministry to Israel two sociological types 
                                                                 
6 The precise origin of this typology of conversion is unknown. Both V. Bailey Gillespie in The 
Dynamics of Religious Conversion (14-15) and Lewis R. Rambo in Understanding Religious Conversion 
(12-14) make use of this typology without reference to the original source.  
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particularly stand out. 
John Lofland and Norman Skonovd delineate another approach to the varieties of 
conversion processes. This approach uses motifs instead of types. The benefit of motifs is 
their descriptive ability to capture the experience of the convert. Rambo reviews Lofland 
and Skonovd’s work in the following quote. 
They propose the notion of conversion motifs, which they mean define 
experiences that make each type of conversion distinctive. This notion of  
motifs combines the convert’s subjective experience with the scholar’s 
more objective, “scientific” view.  Lofland and Skonovd argue that 
differing perceptions and descriptions of conversion are not merely the 
result of various theoretical orientations but are, in fact, descriptions of 
qualities that make conversion experiences substantially different. (14) 
 
Lofland and Skonovd identify six motifs: intellectual, mystical, experiential, affectional, 
revivalist, and coercive. A summary description of these six motifs can be found in 
Appendix F. Rambo explains how a person uses these motifs in making an assessment 
concerning a conversion experience: 
To assess the dimensions of each motif, one examines the degree of social 
pressure on the potential convert, the temporal duration of the conversion  
process, the level of affective arousal, the affective content, and the belief-
participation sequence. (14) 
 
Although these different typologies or motifs of conversion are helpful to the 
discussion regarding conversion, they still have limitations. Rambo notes that 
categorizing and conceptualizing the conversion phenomenon as typologies or motifs can 
be used to see conversion as only a single, universal event. In fact, “there is a range of 
types of conversion, and no one type is normative” (16).  
The peri-conversion experience, that is the process surrounding the conversion 
event, is dynamic and complex. Building on the contributions of Lofland and Skonovd, 
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Rambo notes that a sequential stage model would address the issues related to conversion 
occurring over time. This model numbers the stages from one to seven and identifies 
them respectfully as context, crisis, quest, encounter, interaction, commitment, and 
consequences (Rambo 17; see Figure 2.1). 
 
 
Figure 2.1. A sequential stage model. 
 
 
A critique of this model is that the conversion process, or as this study terms 
“peri-conversion,” can sometimes go back and forth between stages. Additionally, the 
peri-conversion process may not conform to a sequential progression. It may well be 
experienced as interactive among the various stages as progress toward conversion is 
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experienced over time. The model in Figure 2.2 is one that Rambo suggests because of its 
ability to provide “a strategy for organizing complex data” (17), whether that  
process is sequential stages or interactive within the stage system. 
 
 
Figure 2.2. A systemic stage model. 
 
As a disclaimer, Rambo recognizes the limitations of any model seeking to 
capture an encounter with a mysterious God. He respects the reality that the complexity 
and inaccessibility involved in a conversion that occurs between God and a human person 
defies complete description (17). McKnight does not seem to heed or at least 
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acknowledge Rambo’s disclaimer. McKnight takes Rambo’s sequential stage model and 
applies it to the Gospel records as a means for descriptive analysis (115). While he claims 
that he is not concerned with Jesus’ normative model of conversion, the structure used in 
the balance of the book suggests that Rambo’s sequential stage model is the normative 
sociological pattern of Jesus’ conversion. McKnight’s analysis is interesting, yet 
Rambo’s caution as to the limitations of his sociological model bears keeping in mind. 
Whether one prefers the stage model or the systematic model, the clear idea is that 
Rambo and McKnight view conversion as a process. Certainly when evangelism, 
conversion, and discipleship intersect a process is involved. Nevertheless, the definition 
of conversion for this study is limited to an event. In Rambo’s terminology, this study is 
particularly interested in the encounter, commitment, and consequence aspects of 
conversion. The process around the conversion event that Rambo describes above has 
been defined by a new term created for this study. That term is peri-conversion. Peri-
conversion is intended to capture the persuasion activities and factors pre- and post-
conversion, where the recipient is being persuaded to accept Jesus Christ as Savior and 
Lord. 
Additionally, this study is chiefly concerned with this conversion relationship, 
both known and mysterious, that occurs between a person or group and God. It is special 
among other conversion phenomena because it is a Christian conversion. In the book 
Turning to God: Biblical Conversion in the Modern World, David F. Wells notes that, 
foundationally, Christian conversion needs to be both “supernatural and unique” (20). 
Krailsheimer agrees with the supernatural and unique feature of Christian conversion: 
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[In] the various forms of Christianity one essential feature is not to be 
found even in its closest analogues, Judaism and Islam. The truth of 
Christianity as proclaimed from the time of Christ through the ages is that 
the Christian enters into a special, personal relationship with God through 
Christ. The call “forsake all and follow me” can be paralleled in most, 
possibly all, master-disciple religions, but the idea of answering the call in 
terms of a strictly personal relationship with a master who is himself God 
and man seems to be unique to Christianity. (1) 
 
In the Christian faith, conversion is believed to include many of the psychological and 
sociological changes describe above, but also to go far beyond. 
      Walter Conn, in his book Christian Conversion: A Developmental Interpretation 
of Autonomy and Surrender, has written about conversion as the “transformation of 
conscience–of the person precisely as valuer” (267). Conn has attempted to understand 
the entrance into a personal relationship with God from a human point of view. Conn 
understands conversion “in an interpretation of conscience as the radical drive for self-
transcendence, the reality drive for understanding, truth, value, love” (267). Based on a 
synthesis of the developmental psychology perspectives of Erik Erikson, Jean Piaget, 
Lawrence Kohlberg, James Fowler, and Robert Kegan, Conn “brings the basic elements 
of these theories together in a single integral model of personal development as self-
transcendence, with strengths of each theory criticizing and compensating for the 
weaknesses in the others” (2). Finally, Conn identifies the moral, cognitive, and affective 
dimensions of conversion as key developmental points of transformation. From this 
synthesis, Conn defines religious conversion as specifically an adult experience, while 
acknowledging the “developmental possibility of a basic Christian moral conversion in 
the resolution of the adolescent identity crisis” (268).  
Walter Conn’s work in developmental psychological theory gives some helpful 
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analysis of authentic Christian conversion. He provides a convincing argument for full 
conversion as only possible for adults, beginning with the resolution of the identity issue 
confronted in adolescence. The foundation of this argument is that full conversion 
requires mature cognitive and moral reflective functioning (Christian Conversion 156). 
This maturity is not present until late adolescence. For Conn, Christian conversion cannot 
fully happen until a person comes to a full recognition of sin in one’s life and then 
willingly turns from sin, seeking instead to follow after Jesus Chr ist (211). What is not 
clear in this perspective is how Conn would deal with individuals who are 
developmentally or emotionally disabled. A strict application of his theory would mean 
that the developmentally or emotionally disabled person is disqualified from the 
possibility of authentic conversion. Still, many would point to exceptions in this 
interpretation. Clearly in Conn’s view of conversion, one must embrace the way of Jesus. 
“Authentic Christian conversion demands that one see, feel, and act in a new way” (208). 
Nevertheless, Conn lacks a full biblical view of the reality of sin and its influence in the 
world. For him, a person deals with sin by making a moral choice reflective of the life of 
Jesus. Conversion here is simply a “change in content” (208).  
James W. Fowler, in his book Becoming Adult, Becoming Christian, offers a 
similar view of conversion as an “ongoing process” (140). Writing from a faith 
developmental perspective, Fowler, too, sees conversion not as a dramatic event but as a 
“recentering of our passions” (140) gradually over time as a person’s faith matures. 
Fowler’s call to conversion is an invitation to “realign our affections, virtues and power 
away from ourselves and toward the Almighty through partnering with God’s work 
(vocation) in the world” (140). 
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Both of these views indicate that conversion is a process not an event. While they 
point this process toward God, they also demonstrate little appreciation for what the Bible 
views as sin’s complete influence over human lives (Ps. 51:5; Rom. 3:23; Eph. 2:3) and 
humanity’s inability to do any spiritual good apart from God (Rom. 8:8; John 15:5). 
Additionally, Conn and Fowler’s view of this process of conversion leaves little 
acknowledgement of the work of the Holy Spirit in calling sinners to a conversion to new 
life (John 6:44; 16:8, 13) and empowering them to do so. While a developmental 
approach is useful in understanding growth over a long period of time, this study is 
focused on the event of conversion and the motivations that serve as tipping points in 
creating a fundamental change in direction and the language that describes it. 
A Definition of Christian Conversion 
 
Definitions for the event called conversion are plentiful. They are even more 
challenging because the term conversion is not a biblical word. It is a theological term  
but still “an integral concept in the Bible” (Bloesch, “Conversion” 272). Debate continues 
as to who defines conversion. 
Rambo has pointed out that “some scholars in the human sciences limit 
conversion to sudden, radical alterations of people’s beliefs, behaviors, and affiliations”  
(5). Others scholars, such as A. D. Nock, distinguish between the Christian or Jewish 
world where conversion is radical, complete, and decisive over against the pagan world 
where conversion is an add-on to a person’s life (1-16). Psychologist William James, in 
his Gifford lectures of 1901-02 (which became his book entitled The Varieties of 
Religious Experience), gives the classic definition of conversion: 
To be converted, to be regenerated, to receive grace, to experience 
    
  
  Van Dop 62 
   
 
religion, to gain assurance, are so many phrases which denote the  
process, gradual or sudden, by which a self, hitherto divided, and 
consciously wrong, inferior and unhappy, becomes unified and 
consciously right, superior and happy, in consequence of its firmer  
hold upon religious realities. This is at least what conversion signifies  
in general terms, whether or not we believe that a direct divine operation  
is needed to bring such a moral change about. (160) 
 
More recently, Rambo has offered this definition of conversion. “Conversion is a 
process of religious change that takes place in a dynamic force field of people, events, 
ideologies, institutions, expectations, and orientations” (5). While both definitions 
indicate the strong dynamics of conversion, E. Stanley Jones notes that such definitions 
of conversion fail to reflect the human encounter with the person of Jesus Christ (47). 
Rambo would concur noting that “within Judaism and Christianity, conversion indicates a 
radical call to reject evil and embrace a relationship with God through faith” (5). Further, 
James’ definition fails to capture the richness of this encounter as conveyed in the biblical 
words of grace, repentance, and faith used to describe conversion.   
The biblical idea of conversion is based on the idea of turning (Goetzmann 357-
59; Laubach 353-55; Vine, Unger, and White 128). Turning can involve a turning from, 
as well as a turning to, something or someone. In the Old Testament, the idea of turning 
from is directly related to the Hebrew word šhûb (Bauer, Danker, Arndt, and Gingrich 
512; Goetzmann 357; Laubach 354; Vine, Unger, and White 204). This word is the 
twelfth most often used verb in the Old Testament (Bloesch, “Conversion” 272) 
occurring 1,050 times in the Old Testament (Laubach 354). It conveys the idea of return 
(Bloesch, “Conversion” 272; Goetzmann 357; Laubach 354; Vine, Unger, and White 
203), specifically meaning to “turn around, return (qal), bring back, restore (hiph.)” 
(Laubach 354). “The basic meaning of the verb is movement back to the point of 
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departure” (Vine, Unger, and White 203). In the Old Testament this return to the point of 
departure is understood as a return to God that includes a rejection of evil (Goetzmann 
357; Laubach 354). This spiritual meaning of šhûb is illustrated in the Old Testament in 
turning away from evil (1 Kings 14:43; Jer. 18:8) or turning toward God (Mal. 3:7) and 
living in obedience to him (Deut. 30:2). The Old Testament prophets never had a specific 
word for repentance. Instead, they made use of the common word šhûb to call Israel back 
into relationship with God (Goetzmann 357).  
In the New Testament, the idea of “turning” is most often expressed in the words 
epistrepho and metanoeo (Bauer, Danker, Arndt, and Gingrich 382, 640; Bloesch, 
“Conversion” 272). Both words refer to a person’s conversion (Laubach 353). Metanoeo 
and its cognate, metanoia, express a change in mind and heart (where a person turns 
away from something or someone (Bauer 640; Bloesch, “Conversion” 272). Epistrepho 
and its cognate, epistrophe, denote a “turning to or towards” (Bauer, Danker, Arndt, and 
Gingrich 382). Both presuppose a complete change under the influence of the Holy Spirit 
(382). Epistrepho has the widest idea because it “always includes faith” (382). The idea 
of faith is also often found with metanoeo “since faith complements repentance” (382; L. 
Berkhof 482). 
The action implied in metanoeo is to “turn about” as in the case of repentance, 
and a “turning away” as in the case of conversion (Bauer, Danker, Arndt, and Gingrich 
640). Donald G. Bloesch seeks to capture both meanings in the phrase “turn from” 
(“Conversion” 272) and agrees that the best English translation of this word is 
“reorientation” (272). While the concept of feeling remorse or regret is involved, the idea 
of  “actively breaking with the sinful life” (H. Berkhof 429) or “turn away from dead 
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works” as found in Hebrews 6:1 (Bauer, Danker, Arndt, and Gingrich 640) more fully 
describes metanoeo. Hans Küng claims that to interpret metanoia as strictly repentance is 
misleading. He argues that a positive side of the word indicates a leading to new life. “It 
is a decisive change of will, an awareness changed from the roots upward, a new basic 
attitude, a different scale of values” (273-74). Acts 20:21 indicates the same positive 
message of a new life that results from repentance that leads to “the unity of God” 
(Bauer, Danker, Arndt, and Gingrich 640). 
Epistrepho conveys a different type of turning. “When men [and women] are 
called in the New Testament to conversion, it means a fundamentally new turning of the 
human will to God, a return home from blindness and error to the Saviour of all (Acts 
26:18; 1 Pet. 2:25)” (Laubach 355). Here the meaning is to turn toward. “The use of 
epistrepho suggests that we are not concerned primarily with turning from the old life, 
but that the stress is on the turning to Christ, and through him to God (cf. Jn. 14:1, 6)” 
(355). This word comes the closest to the action described by evangelicals of accepting 
Jesus Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit. Some would term this action as the 
action of saving faith (Grudem 307). The New Testament understanding of the concept of 
conversion is a two-part understanding. First, it is a turning away from evil through the 
act of repentance. Secondly, it is the turning to God through the act of faith (Bloesch, 
Essentials 2: 7, 19; Grudem 307). In his book, Sanctity without Starch: A Layperson’s 
Guide to a Wesleyan Theology of Grace, Robert G. Tuttle Jr. writes concerning the two 
part idea found in conversion: 
When metanoeo and epistrepho appear together (Luke 17:4; Acts 3:19;  
26:18-20, e.g.) the full meaning of conversion becomes more and more  
apparent. Again, Acts 3:19, “Repent (metanoeo) then and (epistrepho)  
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turn to God,” demonstrates this. (83) 
 
The key role of the Holy Spirit needs to be underlined in Christian conversion. 
Faith is the element that activates conversion. Fee notes that the Holy Spirit is both the 
cause and effect of this faith: 
It is clear from all this that the conversion of the individual believer begins  
with a sovereign act of God, carried out by the Holy Spirit. As Paul puts it,  
“How can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can 
they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they 
hear without someone preaching to them? And how can they preach unless 
they are sent?” (Rom. 10:14-15 NIV). God’s action is clearly the prior 
one. 
 In the divine mystery of things our “believing” (or “trusting”) is the 
hinge point between our “calling on God” and our “hearing the gospel.” 
Our trusting, which is the point at which what is external to us becomes 
internal, is in some mysterious way the working of the Holy Spirit as both 
cause and effect. That is, the Spirit appears both as the one who initiates 
our faith and as the one who is received by that same faith. (Paul 82) 
 
With this scriptural understanding, Van Engen offers the following definition of 
conversion, highlighting the unique biblical divine/human dynamic of conversion found 
in the Christian faith. “The essence of [Christian] conversion is a turning away from 
one’s own reaching for God through searching, and yielding to God’s search for that 
person through the Holy Spirit” (66). Van Engen’s statement of conversion offers several 
notable distinctions. It recognizes a basic human need for conversion; it acknowledges 
God’s search to recover lost relationships with humanity prior to humanity’s response to 
it; and, it indicates that humanity’s response is made possible only through the work of 
the Holy Spirit. Van Engen implicitly acknowledges the work of Jesus Christ in this 
definition. The work of Christ is also implied in Krailsheimer’s definition of Christian 
conversion that results in a “new relationship with Christ” (1). 
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The Need for Conversion 
 
In the Bible, sin is presented not only as an act of wrongdoing but a state of 
alienation primarily from God and secondarily from others and ourselves. Bloesch states 
that sin is “a wrong direction as well as wrong acts. It is missing the mark, but even more 
profoundly it is a fatal sickness” (Essentials 1: 93; see also Grenz, Created for 
Community 88; Grudem 210). Bloesch also states that “the essence of sin is unbelief, 
which appears as both idolatry and hardness of heart” (Essentials 1: 92). It signifies the 
rupture of a personal and social relationship with God, a betrayal of the trust he places in 
the human race. John Calvin simply defined sin as unfaithfulness (1: 245) through which 
humanity becomes the enemy of God. 
The Bible also affirms the reality that sin pervades every human life, “All have 
sinned and fallen short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23; cf. Ps. 14:3), and the Bible 
speaks of the complete corruption of the human race through sin. The book of 
Ecclesiastes agrees, “Surely there is no one on earth so righteous as to do good without 
ever sinning” (7:20). Proverbs challenges anyone who claims any sense of purity from 
sin. “Who can say, ‘I have made my heart clean; I am pure from my sin’?” (20:9). Calvin 
speaks of this sinful human condition as the “depravity of [our] nature” (1: 254). Calvin 
was not alone, however. According to Philip Schaff in his multivolume History of the 
Christian Church, all the reformers from Augustine to Calvin were in agreement on the 
slavery of the human will to sin, and Martin Luther was the most adamant on this point: 
All the Reformers were originally Augustinians, that is, believers in the  
total depravity of man’s nature, and the absolute sovereignty of God’s  
grace. They had, like St. Paul and St. Augustin, passed through a terrible  
conflict with sin, and learned to feel in their hearts, what ordinary 
Christians profess with their lips, that they were justly condemned, and 
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saved only by the merits of Christ. They were men of intense experience 
and conviction of their own sinfulness and of God’s mercifulness.… 
[They taught] the slavery of the will in all things pertaining to spiritual 
righteousness.… Luther stated this theory in stronger terms than Augustin 
or even Calvin; and he never retracted it. (431-32) 
 
Since all of humanity has fallen short, all of humanity needs conversion (Bloesch, 
“Sin” 1012). Scripture also teaches that the consequences of sin are devastating. Sin 
results in moral and spiritual bondage, guilt, death, and ultimately hell. James writes, 
“But one is tempted by one’s own desire, being lured and enticed by it; then, when that 
desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin, and that sin, when it is fully grown, gives birth 
to death” (Jas. 1:14-15). In the Apostle Paul’s words, “For the wages of sin is death” 
(Rom. 6:23).  
Sin also results in alienation. Having rebelled against God, the human race is 
alienated from him, from others, and from ourselves. C. S. Lewis in The Great Divorce 
pictures hell as the great expanse where people experience increasing distance not only 
from God but also from each other. In complete isolation, they find themselves in torment 
(16-25).       
Conversion from a life of sin to a life with God is a universal need. “We need 
conversion because of guilt, the consequences of rebellion; because of bondage and 
alienation, all the consequences of sin. The only hope for life with God, as a child of 
God, is a complete and radical conversion” (Smith 15).  
The Dynamic of Conversion 
To properly consider conversion, however, a distinction between salvation and 
conversion must be made. Salvation is the work of God and God alone. Only God can 
offer and achieve salvation for the human race. Isaiah expresses the initiative of God in 
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salvation: “I have swept away your transgressions like a cloud, and your sins like mist; 
return to me, for I have redeemed you” (44:22). Ezekiel 37 depicts a valley of dry bones 
that cannot be brought to life until God breathes on them. God’s work is always primary 
in the journey toward conversion. Specifically, Scripture states that the ultimate salvation 
for humanity is achieved only through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Jesus 
himself spoke clearly and plainly with his disciples about God’s plan for salvation from 
sin and reconciliation with the Father when he stated, “I am the way, the truth and the 
life, no one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). Salvation is solely 
God’s activity. Conversion, on the other hand, is the human subjective response to the 
objective work of God through Jesus Christ. Conversion is achieved by a partnership 
between two different agents: Jesus Christ and the human person. 
     In his book Beginning Well: Christian Conversion and Authentic Transformation, 
Smith makes the claim that “conversion is human activity” (16). “The Willowbank 
Report,” published by the Lausanne Committee for World Evangelism in 1978, makes a 
similar statement about conversion in contrasting the work of God in justification and 
regeneration: 
Justification and regeneration, the one conveying a new status and the 
other a new life, are works of God and instantaneous, although we are not  
necessarily aware when they take place. Conversion, on the other hand, is  
our own action (moved by God’s grace) of turning to God in penitence 
and faith. (497) 
 
What Smith and “The Willowbank Report” indicate is that conversion is best described 
as the human response to God’s saving work through Christ. “Conversion is the initial 
encounter with God’s saving grace–the steps or means by which we enter into a 
redemptive relationship with God” (Smith 16). Smith’s statement can be deceiving in its 
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simplicity. “The Willowbank Report” identifies more complexity in the event of 
conversion when it notes that conversion is human action, but action that is moved by 
God’s grace. This saving grace is very complex and should never be portrayed as one 
dimensional:   
In an evangelical theology that seeks to be true to Scripture and the  
Reformation, conversion has two sides, divine and human. It represents 
the incursion of divine grace into human life, the resurrection from 
spiritual death to eternal life. It is commonly said that we are active in 
conversion just as we are passive in regeneration, but this must not be 
understood synergistically, we are active only on the basis of grace, only 
through the power of grace. We do not procure salvation, but we decide 
for salvation once our inward eyes are opened to its reality. (Bloesch, 
“Conversion” 273)  
 
How grace is dispensed in conversion and who the source of that grace is need to be 
 
identified and acknowledged along with the human response. 
 
Grace. Calvin identifies at least three movements of this incursion of divine grace 
in conversion: God’s saving work through Jesus Christ (1: 464-533); the drawing work of 
the Father through the Holy Spirit to conversion (1: 279, 537-42, 581-82; 1: 286-87; John 
6:44-45; 3:14, 12:32; 16:8, 13); and, the gift of faith as inspired by the Scripture and 
enabled by the Holy Spirit (1: 74-76, 78-81; 262-66; 541, 548-51, 556-58, 576-77, 582-
83; cf. John 15:5; 2 Cor. 3:17; 4:6). The first movement of grace is the unmerited plan, 
initiated by God, for the salvation of the world through the death and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ (Rom. 3:23-26; 1 Cor. 15:20-23; Calvin 1: 503-27; Bloesch, Essential 1: 
148-52; Grudem 248-69). Theologians have termed this “prevenient grace [or] grace that 
comes first. It precedes all human decision and endeavor. Grace always means that it is 
God who takes the initiative and implies the priority of God’s action on behalf of needy 
sinners” (Hughes 480). It represents a triumph over the powers of darkness, satisfies the 
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holiness of God, and is the source of new life in Christ (Bloesch, Essentials 1: 158-61; 
White 968). Fee notes that this grace for the Apostle Paul has an objective quality based 
on the historical fact of Jesus Christ’s life and becomes objective historical fact for the 
new believer, as well (Paul 85). Finally, this salvation is a unique and comprehensive 
work of God (White 968). “There is no other name under heaven given to men in which 
we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).  
      The second movement of grace is what Karl Barth claims as the “awakening to 
conversion” (553). Barth writes that humanity does not awaken themselves from their 
“sleep of death” (553). Instead human beings are “roused, and are thus caused to get up” 
(553). This awakening is from God. Barth continues, “[T]here can be no awakening 
except in the power of the mystery and miracle of God” (553). For Barth the experience 
of awakening is the “convincing work of the Holy Spirit” (Wells 21; Tuttle 82). The 
Gospel of John records Jesus as saying that “no one comes to me unless drawn by the 
Father who sent me” (6:44). Calvin writes tha t the Holy Spirit is called “the ‘spirit of 
adoption’ because he is the witness to us of the free benevolence of God with which God 
the Father has embraced us in his beloved only-begotten Son to become Father to us” (1: 
540). Further, the Spirit is “called ‘the guarantee and seal’ of our inheritance” (Calvin 1: 
540; also 2 Cor. 1:22; cf. Eph. 1:13-14). God’s grace continues in the work of the Holy 
Spirit who stirs and opens hearts as he convicts individuals of sin, shows them new 
possibilities, awakens faith, and prepares the heart, mind, and the will to receive God’s 
accepting grace (Morris 114; Tuttle 82). In this way, Calvin asserts that the work of the 
Holy Spirit is the “bond that unites us to Christ” (1: 537).  
Finally, this divine grace is made operational in human lives by the gift of faith 
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inspired by Scripture and empowered by the Holy Spirit. Theologians have called this 
“efficacious grace [or] grace that effects the purpose for which it is given. It is efficacious 
simply because it is God’s grace” (Hughes 481). Calvin reminds the Church that “faith 
rests on God’s Word” (1: 548-59, 576-79). Additionally, the Holy Spirit empowers faith. 
Calvin writes, “Faith is the principle work of the Holy Spirit … because by faith alone he 
[Holy Spirit] leads us into the light of the gospel where believers in Christ are given the 
privilege of becoming children of God” (1: 541; cf. John 1:12-13). So the Gospel of John 
teaches that new converts are born “not of flesh and blood, but of God” (John 1:12-13). 
Through this faith in God, the Holy Spirit continues to deposit the love of God in the 
lives of individual people, enabling them to begin to embrace and to live the Christian 
life. Paul writes about the Holy Spirit: 
[B]ut we boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces 
endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces 
hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been 
poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us. 
(Rom. 5:3-5) 
 
Again from the Gospel of John, “My sheep hear my voice. I know them and they follow 
me. I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one shall snatch them out of 
my hand” (John 10:27-28). 
     As these three movements of grace indicate, God is Lord not only of saving grace, 
but of the peri-conversion process and the point of conversion, as well. In the case of 
conversion, human response takes place in the larger context of the work of the Holy 
Spirit who is the chief agent in bringing about conversion (Fee, Paul 86-88; Van Engen 
66; Wells 34). Morris summarizes the work of divine grace through the Holy Spirit: 
The Holy Spirit convicts us of sin, shows us new possibilities, awakens 
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faith, and prepares the heart, the mind, and the will to receive God’s 
accepting grace. In this sense the presence of the Holy Spirit is the 
irreducible minimum in Christian conversion. Without the Holy Spirit 
nobody comes to trust the gospel or to live in terms of it. (114) 
 
The Apostle Paul says that no one confesses Jesus as Lord without the enabling power of 
the Spirit (1 Cor. 12:1-3). The Spirit enables people to believe that through Jesus they are 
sons and daughters, heirs of God (Rom. 8:14-17). Through the Holy Spirit’s power, 
people are enabled to pray (Rom. 8:26-27).  
The confidence of a Christian, then, is not in evangelistic methods, a quick 
apologetic, or a charismatic personality. The confidence of a Christian is in the activity of 
the Holy Spirit in the life of the nonbeliever. Newbigin writes on this point, “There is no 
direct proportion between the organized efforts of [the church in its evangelistic or 
mission endeavors] and the actual event of conversion” (qtd. in Hunsberger 169). Even 
though a conversion can occur within the Church or be discussed in the Church during a 
training class, “The church is never the cause of conversion, [it] remains always the 
irreplaceable work of the Spirit” (Smith 230). This point is very important since it guards 
the Church against a whole host of practices that represent human strategy and abuse 
such as proselytism, brainwashing, entrapment, manipulation, coercion, or peer pressure. 
Faith. The Bible says that people express their “yes” to God’s gift of grace by 
faith and faith alone (Eph. 2:8-9). The Greek word for faith in the New Testament is 
pistis. The meaning of the word has “a sense of confidence, certainty and trust” 
(Bultmann 174). Keith Clements, in his article on “Faith” for The Westminster 
Dictionary of Christian Theology, also identifies a comparable definition: 
[T]he only actual biblical definition of faith (Heb. 11:1) does not 
encapsulate all that the Bible says on the subject, but indicates its main 
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features: “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not 
seen.” It is a confident, obedient trust in the reality, power and love of  
God known through his acts, and an awaiting of their future 
consummation. (207)   
 
Bultmann also note several specific Christian usages for the word. First, it 
indicates an acceptance of the gospel message. This means a “saving acceptance of 
Christ’s work as proclaimed in the gospel. This includes believing, obeying, trusting, 
hoping and being faithful, but it is primarily faith in Christ” (198).  
Second, it indicates the content of faith. It “involves acknowledgement of the 
risen Christ. Faith in Christ means faith in his resurrection, and his resurrection implies 
his prior death for sin” (Bultmann 198; 1 Cor. 15:11; Rom. 4:24; 1 Thess. 4:14; Phil. 2:6 
ff.).  
      Third, pistis indicates an involvement in a personal relationship with Chr ist: 
 
Faith accepts the existence of Christ and its significance for the believer. It 
rests on the message, but as faith in the message it is faith in the person 
whom the message mediates. The personal aspect comes out in Rom. 10:9, 
14; Gal. 2:20; Phil. 1:29; 1 Pet. 1:8. (Bultmann 199) 
 
     Fourth, the word pistis indicates believing: 
Faith may be acceptance of the message, as in Acts 20:21, or it may be 
continuation in believing, as in 1 Cor. 2:5. Since believing is dynamic, it 
may be weak or strong (Rom. 12:3; 14:1), it may grow (2 Cor. 10:15), it 
may endure (Col. 1:23), and there may also be references to its fullness 
(Acts 6:5), practice (1 Thess. 1:3), and unity (Eph. 4:13). (Bultmann 199) 
 
     Throughout the history of the Church, different understandings of the word faith 
were promoted. Clements notes, “[T]raditional Catholic theology has emphasized … faith 
[as] primarily the acceptance of doctrinal propositions” (207). On the other hand, 
“Protestantism (as in Luther) and later … emphasized faith [as] the response of personal 
trust in God” (207). The Protestants later proposed a “threefold analysis of faith as a 
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process of notitia (knowledge of what was to be believed), assensus (intellectual 
acceptance of its truth) and fiducia (personal commitment to that truth)” (207).  
     Grudem reflects this same threefold construct in his book, Bible Doctrine. In a 
chapter entitled “Conversion,” Grudem reiterates that “true saving faith includes 
knowledge, approval and personal trust” (307) Wells also uses this same construct in 
discussing faith: 
Faith, beginning as knowledge (understanding the truths of Christian 
faith), blossoms into assent in which the will is now engaged; assent  
issues in heartfelt trust from whence flows real repentance and the  
turning form sin to Christ. (146)  
 
Expanding on this threefold saving faith construct, Grudem points out that neither 
knowledge nor approval are sufficient individually or together to represent saving faith. 
The crucial element in saving faith is personal trust in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord 
(308). For Will Metzger, author of the book Tell the Truth, personal trust in Jesus Christ 
as Savior and Lord is the equivalent to responding to Christ with a person’s whole self 
(77). 
      John Wesley also embraced this analysis of faith in his writings. Wesley speaks 
against simple propositional faith, calling it a dead faith. It is dead not because it fails to 
believe but because its object is a set of opinions and notions rather than the living God. 
Two passages from Wesley make this point. First, he defines a dead faith: 
This faith is a persuasion that there is a God and a belief (of all the truths 
contained in His Word); so that it consisteth only in believing that the 
Word of God is true. And this is not properly called faith. But as he that 
readeth Caesar’s Commentary (though he believeth it) to be true, yet  
(he) is not properly said (to believe) in Caesar; even so he that believeth 
all the Bible (to be true) and yet liveth ungodly is not properly said (to 
believe) in God. (“Of True Christian Faith” 129) 
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Wesley then contrasts opinion with what he defines as true faith highlighting the personal 
relationship aspect of biblical faith: 
But what is faith? Not an opinion, no more than it is a form of words; not  
any number of opinions put together, be they ever so true. A string of 
opinions is no more Christian faith than a string of beads is Christian 
holiness. It is not an assent to any opinion, or any number of opinions. A 
man may assent to three or three and twenty creeds; he may assent to all 
the Old and New Testament (at least, as far as he understands them) and 
yet have no Christian faith at all … Christian faith … in its more particular 
notion … is a divine evidence or conviction wrought in my heart that God 
is reconciled to me through his Son, inseparably joined with a confidence 
in Him as a gracious reconciled Father. (“Doctrinal Summaries” 129) 
 
Only the person who trusts God, as the gospel presents God, experiences the gospel 
power. “In this sense, it is the object of trust that shapes the ‘truster’” (Morris 120). The 
point is that, while the possibility exists of believing anything without investing 
something of oneself, trust is relational and so requires personal investment in the 
relationship. Through trust in God that the capacity to turn away (metanoeo) from sin and 
turn toward God (epistrepho) emerges. In this way, faith needs to work in concert with 
repentance in order to effect conversion. 
Repentance. God never commands people to be born again through their own 
efforts. He does require that they respond by turning away from their sins. This is a 
human decision and a response of the human will. The biblical word for this response is 
“repentance.” Biblical repentance consists of two parts: a turning from (metanoia) and a 
turning toward (epistrepho).  Repentance as metanoia involves genuine “heartfelt sorrow 
for sin” and a turning away from anything sinful (Kromminga 937). Calvin calls this 
aspect of repentance mortification (1: 595). Mortification of sin is a degradation of sin 
and the source of that sin, be it oneself (the flesh), the world, or Satan. Reformed teachers 
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from Calvin on have regularly explained the Holy Spirit’s sanctifying work in terms of 
the contrast between a positive pole that they called vivification and a negative pole 
called mortification. For the Reformers, vivification is the activity through which the 
Holy Spirit develops virtues in the life of the disciple, and mortification is the activity of 
the Holy Spirit in killing sins in one’s life (Owen 13). From a conversion point of view, 
mortification is a turning, as Jones writes, “from perversion” (43). This mortification of 
sin is what the Lycaonians were called to do when they were encouraged to “turn from 
these worthless things” (Acts 14:15). Calvin understands this aspect of repentance “as 
sorrow of soul and dread conceived from the recognition of sin and the awareness of 
divine judgment” (1: 595).  
     Epistrepho indicates a different aspect of repentance. It’s root is found in the 
Greek word strepho which means “to turn” (Bertram 714). Specifically epistrepho 
encourages a turning toward God and entails a surrendering to God (727-28). Tuttle 
describes this surrender in the everyday phrase “I give up” (84). Jones describes this 
surrender more specifically: 
[God]is no longer “marginal and vague”; He is now “focal and dynamic.” 
He is “focal”–at the center and all else is subservient to Him, and He is 
“dynamic”–He no longer operates feebly upon us from the margin. He 
now operates dynamically–the Life of our life, the Love of our love, the 
Being of our being, the Joy of our Joy. As someone puts it: “I expose 
myself to His everything.” “Jesus is Lord!” (45) 
 
This surrender has a positive aspect. Calvin notes that in turning toward God in faith a 
“consolation … arises” (1: 595). Calvin called this “vivification” (1: 595): 
When a man is laid low by the consciousness of sin and stricken by  
the fear of God, and afterward looks to the goodness of God–to his  
mercy, grace, salvation, which is through Christ–he raises himself up,  
he takes heart, he recovers courage, and as it were, returns from death  
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to life. (1: 595) 
 
      This dynamic of turning from sin and turning toward God is illustrated in the 
contrast of darkness and light. A person who is repentant is one who has “turned from 
darkness to light, from the power of Satan to God” (Acts 26:18). This turning should 
demonstrate itself in life change. When no change of behavior is evident, claims of 
repentance are deemed insincere or incomplete. Several examples are found in the 
biblical prophets of the Old Testament where God rejects prayers of conversion. For 
instance, Hosea 6:1-3 or Jeremiah 14:19-22 are both serious prayers that appear to be 
rejected by God in passages that follow (see Hos. 6:5; Jer. 15:2). At other times prayers 
of repentance are accepted by God such as in the prayer of Jeremiah 3:22-25 followed up 
by God’s response in Jeremiah 4:1-3 where the promise of healing, forgiveness, and 
national restoration is given. What appears to distinguish these two sets of prayers of 
repentance is that one is followed by no change of behavior and the other is followed by a 
concrete change of behavior. So also Jesus’ expectations of those expressing repentance 
is that they would live lovingly, peacefully, and righteously (Mark 12:28-34; Luke 3:10-
14; 6:20; 9:1-56; 12:32-34; 14:33; 19:1-10; 22:38; Matt. 13:24-30; 36-43; Matt. 5:17-20; 
21-48; 6:1-18; 7:12). Both aspects of repentance, the turning from sin and the turning 
toward God, as evidenced by behavior change, make repentance effective and are 
accomplished by an act of faith.  
      Conversion, then, is the action of turning from sin in repentance and turning to 
Christ in faith (Grudem 309). It is a process of turning (Morris 121). For Jesus, all need to 
repent (see Luke 5:32; 13:1-5; 15:7, 10). Conversion becomes the human response to the 
gift of the kingdom of God and the experience of his saving grace in human life through 
    
  
  Van Dop 78 
   
 
faith. This way of conversion involves the whole person. Since people experience life 
through the human capabilities of mind, emotions, will (spirit), body, and relationships, 
the conversion to God is reflected in these areas through faith and repentance working 
together (Grudem 309).  
The Role of the Holy Spirit in Conversion 
      In John chapters 14-17 and the final chapter in the Gospel of Luke, Jesus 
promises the coming of the Holy Spirit to his disciples. In the first chapter of Acts, the 
disciples are commanded to wait and pray to receive this Holy Spirit (Acts 1:4). The first 
coming of this Holy Spirit, which the Church calls Pentecost, is recorded in Acts 2; 
subsequent powerful encounters with the Holy Spirit are recorded as well in Acts (4:31, 
8:17, 10:44-46, 19:6). The arrival of the Holy Spirit and his continued presence 
throughout the rest of the New Testament emphasize the inspiration, guidance, and 
transforming power of the Holy Spirit in the Church (Van Engen 63). 
      The work of the Holy Spirit in the work of conversion moves in two directions. 
First the Holy Spirit demonstrates the reality of the Kingdom of God in the world. This 
occurs through Christian character as described in the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:16, 22-
26), the gifts of the Spirit (Rom. 12:6-10; 1 Cor. 12:28; Eph. 4:11), the demonstration of 
signs and wonders (Acts 5:12; 15:12), and the general ongoing fulfillment of the mission 
of Jesus Christ as described in Luke (4:18-19). In all of these ways the Holy Spirit is 
active in bringing the reality of the kingdom of God into the world. 
      Second, the work of the Holy Spirit in conversion is also active in drawing 
converts to Jesus Christ. “It is the Holy Spirit who also draws and guides the initiation of 
new converts into the Kingdom of God. It is the Holy Spirit who illuminates the mind, 
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convicts the heart of sin, and enables the will to act in response to truth” (Smith 35). This 
role of the Holy Spirit is affirmed in the letters of the Apostle Paul, as well. Fee writes of 
Paul concerning the crucial role of the Holy Spirit in conversion: 
The Spirit plays a crucial role in turning [people] to Christ.… For 
example, God gave them his Spirit (Rom. 5:5), anointed them with the 
Spirit (2 Cor. 1:21), poured out his Spirit generously on them (Titus 3:6), 
and sealed them with the Spirit (Eph 1:13; 4:30). Believers have received 
the Spirit (1 Cor. 2:12; 2 Cor. 11:4), been saved through the sanctifying 
work of the Spirit (2 Thess. 2:13; Rom. 15:16), been circumcised in their 
hearts by the Spirit (Rom. 2:29), and been joined to Christ so as to become 
one S/spirit with him (1 Cor. 6:17). As well as “by the name of Christ,” 
believers have been “washed, sanctified, and justified” by “the Spirit of 
our God” (1 Cor. 6:11). In the analogy of Ishmael and Isaac in Galatians 
4:29, the former is “born of the flesh,” while the latter [= the Galatian 
believers] was born of the Spirit. 
        Titus 3:4-7 is significant in yet another way, since Paul here describes 
conversion in language that sounds much like a creed. What is remarkable 
is the significant role the Spirit plays in this formulation. Here the Spirit is 
mentioned even before the work of Christ, since the emphasis is on what 
has happened to the believer: God has saved them through the washing 
and renewing work of the Spirit, whom God lavishly poured out on them 
through Christ the Savior. 
 For Paul, therefore, whatever else happens at Christian conversion, it 
is the experience of the Spirit that is crucial; and therefore it is the Spir it 
alone who identifies God’s people in the present eschatological age. (Paul 
88) 
 
      John R. W. Stott agrees with Fee regarding the work of the Holy Spirit. 
Commenting on Paul’s message to the Church at Ephesus, Stott notes three different 
activities of the Holy Spirit in chapter one verses 13 and 14. First the Holy Spirit is a 
Spirit of promise. This Spirit is promised through the Old Testament prophets as well as 
through Jesus Christ (Ezek. 36:27; Joel 2:28; John 14-16; Luke 24:49; Acts 1:4-5; 2:33-
39; Gal. 3:14, 16). Second, the Holy Spirit acts as God’s seal. The use of a seal is for the 
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purposes of identifying ownership and authenticity. 7 Third, the Holy Spirit is the 
guarantee or first installment of the kingdom of God in the life of the convert. The 
presence of the Holy Spirit signifies not only the promise of our final inheritance in 
God’s kingdom but a present experience of his kingdom. (49) Therefore the presence of 
the Holy Spirit in the life of the new convert is demonstrated evidence of true conversion.  
      The Holy Spirit, however, does not always work in isolation. The context of 
conversion is among God’s people: the Church. 
The Role of the Church in Conversion 
     Because the Church reflects the triune God’s relational and missional nature, 
Christian conversion has a communal aspect. “Conversion is never so private that it is 
solitary” (Lonergan 13). Other scholars writing about conversion agree. One such scholar 
is Abraham:  
It is inadequate to think that the new convert can undergo the kind of 
change envisaged in the coming of the rule of God in isolation, situated 
alone, so to speak, in a religious cell that is only marginally and 
accidentally related to the church. (129) 
 
Communities of faith have always played critical roles in guiding people in 
responding to God’s call to faith in Jesus Christ and participation in his kingdom. Acts 2 
illustrates this point when the coming of the Holy Spirit takes place in the community of 
believers and results in the creation of the Christian Church (Ladd 587). The Church 
immediately participates in the missional character of the Holy Spirit by mediating the 
conversion experience between the Spirit and the Jerusalem crowd who witnesses the 
                                                                 
7 The concept of a seal is found in passages such as Ezekiel 9:4 ff. and Revelation 7:4 ff.; 9:4. 
Additionally 2 Corinthians 1:21-22 and Ephesians 4:30 identify the presence of the Holy Spirit as the 
distinguishing mark of a Christian. 
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Spirit’s presence and hears Peter’s sermon. In this role, the Church acts as “a kind of 
midwife, a necessary and critical means by which this new birth is experienced” (Smith 
35).  
      Acts 2 is also a model for this work of the Holy Spirit and the supporting role of 
the Christian community in this three strategic evidences of conversion. Peter’s sermon 
provides the content of the gospel (vv. 14-36). The Holy Spirit convicts the hearers 
regarding the truth of the gospel. After the evangelistic work of the Holy Spirit through 
Peter’s sermon, many in the crowd are convicted (v. 37). They ask Peter how they should 
respond, requesting from the Church help in directing their conversion response. Peter 
directs them to the decision and action of repentance and baptism (v. 38). Peter’s 
direction for cultivating strategic decisions as evidence of true conversion does not end 
here. The Church continues to guide the new believers in responding to Jesus Christ (vv. 
37-40). New converts are incorporated into the full life of the community of faith (vv. 41-
42). The new converts’ experiences continue with the Christian community involving 
them in the witness to the kingdom of God.  
      Demonstrating these same evidences of conversion as a new believer mirrors the 
same work of the Spirit in the lives of the original disciples in the first chapter of Acts. 
With the coming of the Holy Spirit into their lives, personhood, community and purpose 
are restored and they are empowered as people of the kingdom of God in the world (vv. 
1-47). A strategy for cultivating these strategic decisions in the life of the new convert is 
clearly indicated in Matthew 28:16-20 and is faithfully practiced by the first Christian 
church as described in Acts. 
    
  
  Van Dop 82 
   
 
The Role of Language in Conversion 
      How the Church talks about conversion greatly influences how it will understand 
and engage both believers and unbelievers to recognize and interpret conversion. Paul 
Helm writes, “Such is the close relationship between language, thought and experience 
that vague and indefinite language is invariably accompanied by vague and indefinite 
experience” (9).  
      Several factors need to be considered regarding the use of language in the 
conversion experience. First and foremost is the role of the local Christian community: 
The community of faith is both the setting and the means by which a 
person becomes a Christian. And what enables the community to have this 
formative influence is the story its members sustain together, particularly 
the story of Jesus. (Smith 40)  
 
No merely private or personal language is viable for conversion. For any language to 
exist, it must be communal. The same is true for a faith language and its usage in 
communication of a person’s conversion to that faith. Through life experience in 
Christian community, people learn the language of their faith and form words that enable 
them to provide descriptions of their conversion into the Christian faith. Through faith 
practices and experiences in the Christian community, people begin to develop a 
language that expresses an authentic and life-transforming response to God. Thus Smith 
ties genuine conversion with the language of faith:  
Conversion requires that we embrace this language. It involves not only  
trusting in Jesus but also trusting in the community that mediates Jesus to 
us through the language of fa ith. Conversion is largely an experience of 
learning and appropriating a faith language, a language that is sustained by 
a particular religious community. (42) 
 
Language That Enables Conversion 
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      A common language and an interpretive framework for personal narrative enable 
interaction between people. In order for storytelling to be done well, a communication 
environment of “telling” and “listening” needs to be mutually established (Klassen 969). 
Characteristics of this environment include trust, respect, vulnerability, and flexibility. 
These characteristics are necessary for genuine and authentic communication. They are 
also the same characteristics needed to cooperate with the work of the Holy Spirit while 
walking alongside of another to encourage them toward a conversion that brings 
authentic transformation. 
      Smith speaks of the benefits of becoming adept in telling personal stories. These 
stories allow individuals to make sense of their present life by making sense of the past 
and looking to the future. In making sense of the past, Smith writes, Christians come to 
understand key conversion elements and markers in by highlighting religious influences, 
illuminating personal motives and life patterns: 
It is a vehicle for critical analysis through the classic spiritual exercise of 
reminiscence: review experience … interpreting it and the influences that 
enabled it.… It is also a means by which we can identify the religious 
language that has shaped our experience.… Writing one’s conversion 
narrative is an act of testimony–of witness to one’s identity as a person 
graced by God. (222) 
 
Secondly, telling each other’s personal stories can help individuals and the faith 
community to become all that they are called to be: 
When the apostle Paul appeals to his readers’ conversions, he calls them to 
faithfulness and maturity. Similarly, a review of the past should foster our  
sense of common identity in Christ and facilitate our understanding and  
courage to embrace the future.… In reviewing our past we can take greater 
responsibility for our spiritual growth and well-being. We have greater  
clarity about who we are and how God works in our life, how the Spirit is 
attending to us and thus how we should attend to the Spirit. We can more  
fully see how our spiritual beginnings foster our spiritual formation. (223) 
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      Accessing the common narrative language of the Christian community provides 
the Church with the key scriptural elements that characterize genuine conversion. Some 
argue that these conversion elements can also be identified in the Bible. In his book The 
Normal Christian Birth, David Pawson tries to argue that Christian conversion cannot be 
found in the gospels but only in the book of Acts; however, Pawson seems to forget that 
the gospels were written by members of the early Church who understood conversion. 
Additionally, the material from the Apostle Paul, the first missionary of the Church, 
needs to weigh in as invaluable descriptive narrative as well. From these various sources, 
a list of the elements to assess the conversion narrative emerges. The narrative should 
include the following conversion elements: 
· belief in Jesus Christ, 
· repentance, 
· trust in Jesus Christ, 
· transfer of allegiance, 
· baptism, 
· reception of the gift of the Spirit, 
· incorporation into Christian community, and engagement in the mission of the  
 
kingdom (Fee, God’s Empowering Presence 41-47; Gaventa 133-34; Smith 125; Van  
 
Engen 73-94). 
 
The Role of Story in Conversion  
     Because of the communal nature of human existence and faith experience, the 
vehicle by which faith language primarily finds expression is story. Sharing personal 
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stories was practiced in the early Church particularly in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries; however, the sharing of conversion stories has, in recent history, been used less 
frequently. Nevertheless, Susan Klassen asserts in an article, “[T]he tradition of oral 
storytelling is common to every culture all over the world” (Klassen 967). Through the 
art of storytelling, human beings are able to access areas of the human experience that are 
inaccessible to rational worlds alone (Bausch 17). Storytelling has been a natural part of 
human existence throughout history. “Stories are, simply and profoundly, the language of 
the soul” (Klassen 967). 
      Evidence of storytelling being the “language of the soul” is convincingly found in 
the Bible. In the opening pages of Genesis the phrase, “In the beginning” (Gen. 1:1), sets 
the stage. From this point on, a dramatic story of God wooing and pursuing humanity in 
love is told. Within that mega-story, scores of other human stories are told about many 
different types of people discovering a relationship with God in the ordinary and 
extraordinary events of life (Isa. 25:6-9). In many respects, the Bible is a record of God 
and humanity creating their story together. Because of the fundamental relatedness of 
human lives with God and each other and the role that story plays in that relationship, 
Klassen claims that “to return, as Christ calls us, to a childlike openness to mystery and 
love [Matt. 18:3], we must restore and nurture a respect for the power of story and the 
place of storytelling in our lives” (968). 
      Storytelling is the method for communicating a disciple’s journey toward, 
through, and beyond conversion to Christ.  The development of a personal conversion 
narrative includes the weaving of four intersecting stories: God’s story (the mega-story 
for all of humanity), an individual’s personal story, the story of the Christian community 
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(historically and locally), and the story of a lost and broken world. The continual use of 
these four stories as resources for the disciple to make sense of the conversion experience 
enables a common language to develop within the Church. This common language, then, 
is used to capture and track the journeys of generations of disciples throughout the history 
of the Church into the Christian faith. In a sense, the Christian community can develop a 
conversion narrative (Hindmarsh 2). Further, new converts can use this narrative as a 
template to develop their own personal conversion narrative. In essence, the common 
narrative language of the Christian community provides the interpretive framework for 
personal narrative development (Smith 42).  
      Smith also offers several additional perspectives regarding establishing guidelines 
for a conversion story. First, conversion stories should avoid jargon, clichés, and 
otherwise insider Christian language. Secondly, the story should be told simply and 
plainly. Thirdly, a genuine Christian conversion narrative should contain the essential 
elements of a Christian conversion listed in the preceding section. Finally, the primary 
focus should be on the key threshold events of the spiritual story (224-26). Rambo is 
helpful in understanding these key events. Rambo distinguishes between the “macro,” 
“micro,” and “individual” contexts of the conversion narrative (163-65). The macro 
context has to do with the cultural and linguistic environment in the convert’s life. The 
micro context has to do with the environment of family, religious community, work, and 
neighborhood. The individual context has to do with the experiences and decision points 
of the person. This individual context, characterized by the biblical elements of 
conversion, is the foundation on which the narrative is based. Finally, the most fertile 
ground for interconnecting God’s story, the Church’s story, and an individual’s story is 
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Scripture. 
The Goal of Conversion 
 
      The goal of conversion is not merely to escape the consequences of sin that 
pollute human lives. Conversion is more than simple fire insurance from the threat of an 
eternity in the fires of Hell. The goal of conversion is transformation into new life in the 
image of Jesus Christ and into a lasting relationship with God (Rom. 8:28-29; Weber 
383). The human response must be to God as he has revealed himself and not simply to 
invented ideas of God, which, although much easier to believe, do not actually reflect 
God accurately. For this reason, conversion can never be on human terms. Instead, all 
conversion in the New Testament is trinitarian and on God’s terms.    
      The doctrine of the Trinity informs the human response. When people respond to 
God, they respond to the God who reveals himself as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
Certainly a view of God as  “the man upstairs” is much simpler to believe than that of a 
triune God; however, the cost of simplifying God for human convenience is that 
conversion to the Christian faith then loses transformational power. The end of such 
simplifications is no Christian faith at all. Conversion must be trinitarian. The reason that 
the Trinity must be at the heart of conversion is that God is the source of the plan of 
salvation, Christ is the effective agent in accomplishing the salvation plan, and the Holy 
Spirit is the effective agent in applying the salvation plan (Fee, Paul 39; Metzger 127). 
Smith explains the work of a triune God in the process of conversion: 
      A conversion comes in response to the election, call and initiative of the  
Father and is enabled by the Spirit; there is no conversion without this call  
and enabling. But the very heart of conversion is encounter with Christ,  
and without this conscious encounter a conversion is not, properly  
speaking, Christian conversion. (16) 
    
  
  Van Dop 88 
   
 
 
Therefore, conversion comes first in response to an encounter with the triune God. 
     Not only is the Trinity the initiator of conversion, but the Trinity must also be 
reflected in the conversion in order for it to become transformational. The starting point 
of conversion is the encounter with Jesus Christ as Savior. The theological term for 
God’s initial work of salvation is justification. Most Christian traditions would agree that 
to be justified is to be accepted, forgiven, and adopted by God through Christ (Ps. 32:1-5, 
130; Luke 7:47-50; 18:9-14; Acts 10:43; 1 John 1:7-2:2). This doctrine is important in 
that it defines the whole character of Christianity as a relationship with God based on 
grace and faith (see Hab. 2:4; Rom. 3-5; Gal. 3:10-14, 23-26; 2 Cor. 5:14-15, 6:1-2; Eph. 
2:4-9). It also defines the significance of Christ’s life and death to God’s law (Rom. 3:21-
30; 5:12-21.). Practically speaking, to be justified means that people have a new standing 
or status in their relationship with God. Justification signals a radical life change. 
Humans are set on a proper course for life again and renewed relationally with God 
(Rom. 5:10; 2 Cor. 5:18; Col. 1:21-22). Conversion, then, represents the personal 
transformation that God desires for the lost, broken, and lonely of this world and is 
accomplished in the one-time decision to accept the gift of salvation through Jesus Christ. 
      The evidence that the goal of conversion has been achieved is the presence of the 
Holy Spirit. For the Apostle Paul, the Holy Spirit is “the identity marker of the 
converted” (Fee, Paul 88). Fee states that “Paul three times distinguishes believers from 
nonbelievers in terms of the former having the Spirit, while the latter do not (1 Cor 2:6-
16; 12:3; Rom. 8:9)” (88). Paul equates becoming converted first with receiving the Holy 
Spirit (89).  
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      The presence of the Holy Spirit signals genuine conversion by demonstrating 
evidences of itself through a life that is Godlike. Historically, the Church has called this 
second part sanctification. Sanctification is the process by which the image of God begins 
to be reflected in the lives of Christians. This reflection occurs in three ways: restored 
personhood, restored community, and restored purpose. 
Restored Personhood. First, the work of conversion brings a new sense of 
personhood. The triune God is composed of three distinct persons: Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. Humankind is made in the image of this triune God (Gen. 1:26-27). God created 
the human race as persons. Humanity knows the possibility of personhood only in 
reference to the Creator in whose image the human race is made. This capacity to live in 
God’s image is damaged because of Adam and Eve’s fall into sin (Gen. 3). Conversion to 
the triune God through the saving work of the Son, Jesus Christ, is to have this image 
restored. People become persons again. This restored image sheds light on understanding 
the deeper role of soteriology. More than just a way of escaping the guilt of past sins, 
salvation reclaims this God-given sense of human identity as persons. Genuine salvation, 
then, provides evidence of restored personhood. To be saved is to become a more whole 
person. From a Christian viewpoint, then, the only true persons are those who reflect the 
personhood of the Trinity. John D. Zizoulas sums up this conversion to personhood from 
a trinitarian perspective when he states that “human beings become persons in the divine 
Persons” (34). Becoming truly human again is impossible short of being reconciled to the 
triune God through the reconciling work of Jesus Christ.  
Additionally, Godlike personhood is affected by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit 
who is present first in genuine conversion to Christ (Fee, Paul 89). This transformation to 
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Godlike personhood exhibits itself in several ways. The first evidence of Godlike 
personhood is the emergence of a worshipper. Metzger notes that in the Gospel of Luke, 
chapter 15, each of the three stories search for someone or something that is lost. When 
what was lost is found each story ends the same with “a common climax–celebration, or 
worship, at finding what was lost … finding the lost evokes worship” (151). In essence, 
restored personhood means a spirit of worship in which the first commandment is 
honored (Deut. 6:4-5). 
      Second, restored personhood reflects the person of God externally through an 
ethical life that is righteous. Lewis speaks of four “cardinal virtues”  that characterize the 
true follower of Jesus Christ. These four virtues are prudence, temperance, justice and 
fortitude. (Mere Christianity, 74) Lewis also talks about charity and chastity as part of 
God honoring morality. This new ethical life is possible, Paul notes, “by means of the 
life-giving Spirit [the law] is written on ‘tablets of human hearts’ (2 Cor. 3:3) (Fee, Paul 
100). Fee writes, “The fruit of the Spirit is none other than the Spirit’s producing in our 
lives the righteousness of God (the righteousness that characterizes God)” (103). Instead 
of a set of rules given to preserve personhood, believers are given the Holy Spirit. Paul 
writes that by the Spirit the human race is being “renewed into the likeness of the 
Creator” (Col. 3:10). Fee writes, “Only dependence on the Spirit can enable humanity to 
know what is pleasing to God” (105). 
      Third, restored personhood expresses itself in what Paul describes as “the fruit of 
the Spirit” (Gal. 5:22). Paul lists several kinds of fruit in Galatians 5:22-24 as love, joy, 
peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. 
Additionally a growing capacity for forgiveness emerges (Lewis, Mere Christianity 104).  
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People who have received forgiveness from God learn how to extend forgiveness. Further 
pride begins to be exposed as the “great sin” (108-09) Finally, Lewis describes the 
emergence of three “theological virtues”: faith, hope, and love (115-31). 
       The invading presence of the Holy Spirit at conversion does not immediately 
produce such fruit; rather, it plants the seeds that will result in mature fruit over time as 
believers of Christ are conformed to Godlikeness. Fee writes about this transformation: 
“[W]hen we receive the Spirit at conversion divine perfection does not set in, but divine 
infection does!” (God’s Empowering Presence 112). Nevertheless, this fruit is evidence 
as proof of genuine conversion and restored personhood even at the initial stages of 
Christianity. 
      This picture of restored personhood is still an incomplete picture of the impact of 
the Trinity in conversion. Two other restorations follow. 
Restored Community. The Trinity also indicates and defines the place of 
community in human life. This is the second work of conversion. The triune God (Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit) exists not only as distinct persons but also as persons living in 
relationship with each other. “God as Being exists in community” (Icenogle 13). 
Relatedness is part of the very nature of God. Christianity, therefore, involves 
incorporation into a local community of believers. To limit conversion to an isolated, 
individualistic experience without any reference to the body of Christ found in the local 
church is to do damage to the biblical concept of Christian conversion.  
     The Eastern Church has never lost sight of this reality. Eastern Orthodoxy has 
always placed relationship at the core of its vision of God. For Zizoulas, Orthodox 
theologian and trinitarian scholar, “the ultimate reality [Being] is the ‘being- in-
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relationship [Trinity]’” (103).  
      The poet T. S. Elliot once said, “There is no life that is not in community. And no 
community not lived in praise of God” (101). John Baillie, in his book Invitation to 
Pilgrimage, draws a similar conclusion when he states, “I cannot be a Christian all by 
myself. I cannot retire into my own shell or into my own corner and live the Christian 
life. A single individual cannot be a Christian in his singleness” (136). What Elliot and 
Baillie understand is that a Christian cannot live in isolation. One of the common realities 
of our sin is isolation and alienation from relationship with God and others. In essence, 
the human race forfeits the capacity for true community when it fell into sin. Conversion 
to the gospel restores community. To enter into relationship with God means to exist as 
he exists: a person living with persons. Therefore, William Barclay writes, “Conversion 
is not only conversion towards a certain kind of life; it is conversion into a fellowship…. 
[A] convert becomes a child of God and a member of God’s family, which is the church” 
(71). In his book Ecclesiogenesis: The Base Communities Reinvent the Church, 
Leonardo Boff writes about Jesus’ aim to restore the experience of community as a result 
of conversion:  
Jesus’ whole preaching may be seen as an effort to awaken the strength of  
these community aspects. In the horizontal dimens ion Jesus called human  
beings to mutual respect, generosity, a communion of sisters and brothers,  
and simplicity in relationships. Vertically he sought to open the human 
being to a sincere filial relationship with God, to the artlessness of simple 
prayer, and to generous love for God. (7) 
 
Wesley strongly believed in the shared experience of the Christian faith for growth as a 
disciple and for the health of the local fellowship (Works 6: 392-94; 11: 433). Paul 
Löffler echoes the spiritual reality of this need for Christian community for the new 
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convert. He writes, “Conversion to Christ without the Church [community] decapitates 
the head from Body. Conversion must lead into the Church” (42). Indeed, one of the first 
fruits of the kingdom of God is the creation of a new community; therefore, part of 
repentance is to turn from a life of independence, self-sufficiency, self-absorption, and 
pride and turn to a life of submission to the Lordship of Jesus Christ found within his 
community called the Church. 
      The result of Christian conversion, then, according to the biblical pattern, is never 
a detached individual experiencing some private religious event. To be converted to 
Christ is to become involved with Christ. To be involved with Christ is to be involved 
with his community. The symbol of this involvement is baptism. Green points out that 
conversion and baptism are always connected in the New Testament: 
It was the mark of incorporation within the body of Christ- “by one Spirit  
we were all baptized into one Body.” It was the mark of purification, of  
cleansing from the old sins. It was the mark of justification–“you were 
washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord 
Jesus.…” It was the mark of the new covenant.… [I]t was initiation into 
the realm of the Spirit.… It meant such a close union with Christ that the 
believer was a participant in His death and resurrection. (153) 
 
Baptism is a sign representing, along with God’s forgiveness of sin and the empowerment 
of the Holy Spirit, initiation into a new community that shares common life and ministry.  
      In recent years, the small group movement has drawn increased attention to the 
common life as a Christian. The small group movement in the past decade has been 
steadily moved away from the functional benefit of groups toward regarding community 
as essential in establishing healthy self- identity, reflecting the nature of God, and 
fulfilling God’s desire for the Church to operate as a people in relationship with each 
other (Banks 26-66; Frazee 36; Gorman 23-56; Icenogle 19-45). 
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      John Zizoulas, in his book Being as Communion, builds a case for belonging to 
true community as a necessary element in becoming whole persons. For Zizoulas, God’s 
life (triune–three persons living in perfect union within community) is the ultimate model 
for human life (personhood and community). That is, human beings become persons in 
the divine Persons. The only true persons are those who exist in the divine communion as 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit do. These three are the only fully existing persons. Humans 
become persons only in community with them or not at all (27-65). 
      Most evangelicals today recognize the need for new converts to belong to 
Christian community, but very few understand why new converts need to belong. This 
point is evident in the proliferation of small group ministry in the Christian Church. 
Resources about small groups have tended to focus on the “how to” aspect of 
implementing small groups. For instance, small groups are valued as a place to nurture 
disciples (Arnold J. 73-76; Donahue 17-18; Galloway 10-19; Kirkpatrick 20-30) or a 
place to experience genuine connection to other Christians (Frazee 23-57; Kirkpatrick 3-
19; Richardson 129-40; Sweet 109-36). In the last five years, the long-neglected issue of 
Christian community as essentially missional in nature has also surfaced (Guder et al. 1-
17).  
      Churches have embraced small groups because they have produced results in 
these various areas. Yet theological reflection on why the Church creates groups has 
lagged.  In his book Biblical Foundations for Small Group Ministry, Gareth Weldon 
Icenogle makes this observation when he writes, “While the Christian world is 
increasingly bullish on small groups, the Christian small group movement has 
experienced very little theological depth” (11). Reflection on the Trinity as the source of 
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healthy Christian community has been one of the large pieces missing in theological 
discussions regarding small groups. Biblical references, such as Ephesians 4, that speak 
to the unity of the Church based on the unity of God, appear to be drawing the discussion 
of community back to the doctrine of the Trinity. Miroslov Volf has advanced some 
implications of the Trinity for Protestant ecclesiology. In his recently published After Our 
Likeness: the Church as the Image of the Trinity, Volf suggests a Christian community of 
“free and equal” persons based on a trinitarian vision of the Church. What he fails to do, 
however, is to articulate the way in which the community of the Trinity and the 
community of the Church correspond in practice. This failure represents a large oversight 
in his ecclesiology.  
      That the Trinity and Christian Church correspond to one another in community is 
a given. This fact informs the Christian’s Christology (the mission of Jesus Christ 
provides a revelatory view of the communion of the Trinity), soteriology (the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ provides an opportunity of being united with the community 
of the Trinity), and ecclesiology (the first experience of communion with the Trinity). 
Conversion, in this sense, is the new believer’s initiation into the reality of the Trinity’s 
divine community of relatedness. Additionally, conversion is also an initiation into the 
membership of the local church, which is called to reflect divine community in a 
community of relatedness among members and other churches. The reflection of this 
community to the world (mission) is the last work of conversion. 
Restored Purpose. Historically, mission has also been understood in the context 
of the Trinity. The nature of the Trinity is to send out. Participating in mission is the third 
restoration of the new Christian.  
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      The classic doctrine of missio Dei understands God as a community that seeks to 
extend itself. It is a sending community: the Father sending the Son, God the Father and 
the Son sending the Spirit, and the Spirit sending the Church into the world (Bosch 390; 
Guder et al. 1-17). This action of sending out is at the very heart of the Church’s 
understanding of the Trinity. Missiologists argue that this same sending action needs to 
stand at the center of Church life. In the book The Church between Gospel and Culture, 
edited by George R. Hunsberger and Craig Van Gelder, God’s sending of the church into 
the world is a major theme and is seen as defining the nature and work of the Church in 
North America. All essays in this book show missionary consciousness as originating in 
the sending nature of the Trinity.  
      Despite such encouragement, mission activity in the North American Church 
remains stuck and often does little to encourage new converts to engage in mission. Three 
errors appear to be part of the contributing cause. First, new converts remain ignorant 
regarding the foundation of mission, that is, why they should engage in mission. In the 
book Habits of the Heart, researchers found that although volunteerism in communities in 
America has increased, few can articulate conceptually why they volunteer. They are 
simply ignorant of their motivation (Bellah et al. 191). The same can be stated regarding 
the Church. 
      Second, where conceptual agreement for mission exists, the practical structures 
needed to implement mission have been ignored or underdeveloped. In an article entitled, 
“The Church as Platypus,” Philip Yancey builds the case for organization and organism 
being inseparably linked. Yancey’s point is that ideas, goals, and people must be given 
channels in order to direct their flow. The structure of a local ministry must reflect the 
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call and purpose of the people to mission. Organization cannot be separated from the life 
of the Holy Spirit, who is active in mission and in the people of God who are called to 
mission. Church organization must reflect the practical structures needed by God’s 
people in order to accomplish his purposes in mission.  
      An example of Yancey’s point is Rick Warren, pastor of Saddleback Community 
Church. In 1995, Rick Warren published his book, entitled The Purpose Driven Church, 
in which he describes the values and vision for ministry at Saddleback. One of the 
primary structures used to communicate the values and mission at Saddleback was the 
baseball diamond paradigm. Saddleback encouraged new members to “run the bases” of 
the ministry diamond, just as any baseball player would run the bases of the baseball 
diamond to score. The sequence around the diamond was the following: membership, 
maturity, ministry, and mission. Completing the sequence indicated that a member had 
become a full participant in the life of Saddleback. This structure effectively 
communicated an expectation that every member needed to visit each base on the 
diamond in order to become fully activated as a member. Nevertheless, notably absent in 
this book was a chapter on structuring ministry to fulfill the commitment to mission. 
      Recently, several books have begun to emerge suggesting how to build churches 
to engage congregations in mission. Robert Lewis’ The Church of Irresistible Influence, 
Mark Mittelberg’s Building a Contagious Church, and Steve Sjogren’s Conspiracy of 
Kindness have begun to step into this ministry gap by demonstrating practical models for 
service in the local community. Internationally, Leonardo Boff in his book 
Ecclesiogenesis, has charted how the Roman Catholic Church in Brazil and Latin 
America has used local communities to reinvent church structures in order to continue 
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ministry and mission in places where no ordained priest is available. 
      Finally, a lack of awareness about the complicated reality of cross-cultural 
communication exists. David J. Hesselgrave notes several issues that require attention 
regarding the role of culture in communication. He speaks of the need to understand the 
different layers of particular cultures, (i.e., observable behavior, institutions, values, and 
ideology or worldview). He further encourages a communication perspective that keeps 
in view not only different human cultures but the biblical culture as well. In order for 
communication to occur, careful attention needs to be given to the interpretation of the 
gospel message between the differing human cultures and the Bible’s (103-09). World-
renowned missionary Newbigin has, over the past decade, called for the Church to 
“reboot” its activity in mission in dialogue with a changing popular culture for the very 
purpose of staying in touch with that culture (Gospel 13, 226-33; Open Secret 1-2, 159).  
      The Church continues to struggle in connecting with new converts from other 
cultures, as well as assisting new converts in engaging meaningfully in mission following 
their decision for Jesus Christ. 
Summary  
“Prediction is very hard,” as the common person’s sage, Yogi Berra, once 
observed, “especially when it’s about the future.” Predicting any one person’s conversion 
is hard, however, the possibly exists to set benchmarks that indicate a healthy process 
after Christian conversion. Having benchmarks as checkpoints would enable the Church 
to chart a person’s journey into relationship with God and his people. While these 
benchmarks may be described in a variety of ways, they reflect the fundamental nature of 
personhood, community, and mission in the Trinity. Authentic conversion to Christ 
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demonstrates itself in a Christian faith that includes all three. 
Issues of Peri-Conversion in the Process of Evangelism and Conversion 
 
      The Bible encourages the Church to view evangelism and conversion with a wide-
angle lens. A comprehensive study of various biblical characters reveals that no single 
descriptive pattern or language for conversion exists.  
      Sometimes conversion is described as a life-changing decision. In a singular 
moment, a person is dramatically confronted and convinced of the reality of God 
resulting in repentance, forgiveness, and a new orientation to life under the reign of God. 
Examples often cited of this kind of conversion are the experiences of Saul of Tarsus 
(Acts 9) and Mary Magdalene (Luke 8:2). At other times, conversion finally takes place 
after a prolonged journey toward Christ. 
      In his book Anthropological Reflections on Missiological Issues, missiologist 
Paul G. Hiebert utilizes set theory as a way of understanding the many categories but one 
process of conversion (107-36). He describes a typology of sets regarding the conversion 
experience as follows: bounded sets and centered sets. 
       Bounded sets are defined by clear boundaries that separate people into an either/or 
category. For example, objects are either an apple or not an apple. They are either 
included in a group or not. Bounded sets are essentially static in nature. In some 
instances, individuals describe a moment of decision when they accepted Jesus Christ as 
their Savior. When conversion is confined to a single event, the bounded set classification 
can be descriptive of the experience. If one applies bounded set theory to Acts 2:37-47, 
the behavior of repentance and baptism represents a crossing of the boundary of 
Christianity and the remainder of the chapter demonstrating personal discipline, 
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community involvement, and engagement to Christ’s cause as evidences of genuine 
conversion.  
      Nevertheless, problems can still exist in using this classification, because the 
Church never really knows when a person actually decides to cross the boundary and be 
in the kingdom. Reading a person’s heart is difficult. What appears to be a sincere 
decision for Jesus may simply be a moment of emotionalism, a passing fancy, or mental 
assent. Such is the caution regarding the rocky and thorny soil in the parable of the sower 
(Matt. 13:1-23). Making the judgment of who is actually in or out of the Christian 
bounded set is exceedingly difficult for humans. Christians are also reminded that when 
Jesus returns, they will be surprised at who is actually included in the kingdom of God 
(Matt. 25:31-46). Additiona lly, this kind of classification may leave the impression that 
once the decision to cross the boundary is made, the issue of being a Christian is settled 
and no further personal transformation is needed. Indeed, Paul reassures the church at 
Corinth that those who accept Jesus Christ are a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17). This same 
Paul also speaks of the need for ongoing transformation in becoming more like Christ as 
a way of demonstrating this new creation (Col. 3:5-17; Eph 4:22-5:2) and the reality of 
struggling to accomplish this goal (Rom. 7:7-25).  
      All in all, this classification is limited in capturing the complicated issues that 
surround conversion or what I have termed peri-conversion. The bounded set description 
is not always sensitive to unique factors such as ethnicity, nationality, life experiences, 
and personalities in the life and journey of an individual who is considering conversion or 
beginning to live with the implications of conversion. Finally, the transformation 
involved in making a disciple is often more of a process than simply a conversion event; 
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therefore, the black and white bounded set typology is not encompassing enough to be an 
accurate classification when describing the process of making a disciple. Another kind of 
classification is required to capture this more comprehensive process I have named peri-
conversion. 
      The classification suggested by Hiebert for describing this process of conversion 
is called center set.8 In center set theory, things are classified not by whether they are “in” 
or “out” but in terms of how they relate to a described center point. The spotlight is not 
on a boundary but on the center or the ultimate goal. While a boundary of some sort is 
helpful, the focus here is on movement toward or away from the center. This 
classification has been described in a number of ways, each with slight nuances. 
Sometimes it has been described as movement toward Christ through a series of 
encounters with God. For example, Peter’s experience with Cornelius introduced a 
deeper understanding of the gospel. Peter’s prior understanding was that the gospel was 
intended for Jewish people only. During his experience, Peter grew to understand that the 
gospel was salvation extended to the whole world and not just the nation of Israel (Acts 
10). This peri-conversion experience was a broadening and deepening of the gospel 
message. 
      At other times, peri-conversion events are described as a slow development over 
time leading up to a conversion decision. Often this description of events and influences 
are used for the conversion of second and third generation Christians. An example of this 
may well be John Mark, whose journey into the full life of a disciple is depicted as a 
                                                                 
8 This process of conversion described by Hiebert as center set is what is termed peri-conversion 
in this study. 
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gradual maturing. The problem with this view is existence of doubt about an individual’s 
conversion, especially when compared to the more dramatic transforming moment so 
often showcased in the evangelical Church. Nevertheless, this view can describe a 
person’s slow movement toward a decision to accept Christ. Ruth the Moabite spiritual 
journey suggests this kind of gradual change. The question raised is not whether the 
journey reflects an authentic encounter with God but whether a decision is made for Jesus 
Christ as Savior and Lord.  
      Finally, center set theory has been used to describe peri-conversion as a person’s 
deepening perception of what is involved in following Christ. These deepening 
understandings of discipleship especially in the alignment an individual’s life to the 
ideals of community and mission of God’s kingdom are essential. To overcome the social 
value individualism with the values of community and mission while not limiting the 
vision strictly in terms of social transformation (Van Engen 69-72) takes time and must 
be viewed through the lens of process (Hiebert, “Conversion” 83). 
      Aside from these weaknesses in the center set classification are several significant 
benefits. First, it removes the Church from being the manager of the “boundary” and 
places it in the role of being witnesses to the center. Deeper still, it reminds the Church 
that it is not the agent of conversion but a participant in the miracle of conversion 
provided as a gift through the work of the Holy Spirit.  
Conclusion 
      The nature of conversion refers to a wide range of realities. It can refer to the 
rather mundane ritual of joining a church or declaring (publicly or privately) agreement 
with a doctrinal system of belief. Morris, in his book The Mystery and Meaning of 
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Christian Conversion, points out that “conversion can also be used to denote change in a 
facet of one’s life or it can mean a total reorientation” (25). Additionally, it can refer to 
an emotionally-charged transforming event or be understood as a series of deepening 
experiences where a person’s faith commitment is further developed and matured. In 
many ways, conversion can be “a device for getting what we want or need” (Wells 142). 
It can also be a tool for tapping our inner resources for the purposes of self- improvement 
or self-accomplishment (142). 
      When the discussion, however, turns to the Christian faith, the focus is not on 
personal realities but on Jesus Christ. “Christian conversion is conversion to Christ and 
the kingdom, and this means to bring one’s total life and culture under the authority of 
the living God and into conformity with God’s kingdom” (Morris 40). Further, the nature 
and scope of genuine Christian conversion is authenticated only by the mission of Jesus 
Christ as testified by the Bible (John 10:9; 14:6), and implemented by the Holy Spirit 
(John 14:26; 15:26: 16:7, 13: 1 Cor. 12:3: 1 John 2:20, 27; 4:2, 3). In today’s cultural 
milieu this focus smacks of intolerance, inflexibility, and judgment. Jones sums up the 
world’s assessment of true Christian conversion as “too harsh, too narrow, too dogmatic, 
and too imposed” (250). Nevertheless, genuine Christian conversion is unashamedly 
focused on the actions of a triune God as he reaches out to sinners who can neither save 
themselves nor bow before him in submission apart from the working of grace (Rom. 
8:6-8).  
      As reviewed in this project, for grace to be engaged, several elements must be 
present. First the Holy Spirit must work first, drawing people to Christ (John 6:44; 16:8, 
13; Eph. 1:13-14). Secondly, a language consistent with the gospel message must be 
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employed. This language must reflect the language of repentance, faith (belief, trust, and 
commitment), baptism, reception of the Holy Spirit, incorporation into the Christian 
community, and participation in the mission of God’s kingdom. The classic order of these 
elements is repentance, belief, baptism, and entrance into membership in the Christian 
Church. The Heidelberg Catechism, a sixteenth century teaching document for the 
spiritual development of new Christians written in a question and answer format, reflects 
in Question and Answer #2, the same ordering of these elements (i.e., recognition of sin; 
understanding, acceptance, and heartfelt trust in the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ; and, a response of obedient service to God) (Ursinus and Olevianus 11).  
      Perhaps the final consideration of conversion is whether or not it is real. Several 
tests offer ways to validate the genuineness of the conversion. First is the personal peace 
and assurance of the Holy Spirit in one’s life (Fee, Paul 88; Wells 147). Second is the 
evidence of conversion in a person’s life over time. This evidence of a life of authentic 
conversion must be demonstrated by a continued trust in Jesus Christ, the appropriation 
of personal forgiveness, grace, guidance, participation in Christian community, and a 
demonstration of gratitude in service to God and others. “When conversion leads to a 
love of God and others in Christ’s name in all that we do, then the conversion is genuine” 
(Wells 148). 
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CHAPTER 3 
DESIGN OF THE STUDY 
 
Reviewing the Problem and Purpose 
      In a world of change where emerging and diverse cultures populate the landscape, 
one thing remains the same: the gospel of Jesus Christ. The truth of the gospel never 
changes; rather, people are changed by it. 
      The change that occurs when one comes to faith in Jesus Christ is radical. 
Nevertheless, the Church is always in danger of trivializing this change by treating it as 
no more than a self-reformation. Equally dangerous is the tendency to ignore 
conversion’s complexity by making simplistic assumptions about the mystery and 
comprehensive nature of this change, as demonstrated by canned approaches to 
discipleship for the new convert.  
      In a day of a reenergized evangelism, the Church needs a reexamination of 
conversion because the possibility of Christian faith cannot exist apart from Christian 
witness, nor can Christian faith exist without true Christian conversion. 
The Problem Revisited 
 
      Evangelism is intentionally practiced throughout the church body at Vineyard 
Church of Columbus, Ohio, and five to six hundred people publicly respond to invitations 
to receive Jesus Christ each year. These public responses are considered to be 
conversions to Jesus Christ. VCC attempts to establish continuing contact with these new 
converts in order to initiate the discipleship process. This post-peri-conversion work is 
viewed as a series of strategic discipleship decisions: restoration to godlike personhood, 
community, and purpose in the context of the local church (VCC). Conversion to 
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community means connecting a new believer to a small group and encouraging regular 
participation in weekly corporate worship. Conversion to mission means connecting a 
new believer to participation in the mission of extending God’s kingdom with attention to 
God’s unique call to each individual. Completing this threefold conversion to Christ, to 
community, and to mission is full initiation into the life of a disciple of Jesus Christ. 
Nevertheless, achieving conversion to community and mission has been problematic with 
new believers. Generally, new believers have been resistant to our church’s attempts to 
encourage this initiation into the life of a disciple of Jesus Christ, as characterized by 
conversion to community and mission.  
      A review of VCC’s methods of working with new believers indicates that little is 
known about peri-conversion or, more specifically, the relationship between authentic 
conversion and the successful initiation of the discipleship process. If mature disciples 
are made by authentic conversions, VCC needs to become more intentional about 
understanding conversion. Presently, little is known about helping new believers begin 
well as new disciples and little certainty exists that VCC’s language of conversion is 
consistently communicating to new believers. This situation is inhibiting VCC’s ability to 
be faithful making disciples from the evangelistic harvest that the Holy Spirit is giving it. 
The intention of this study is to better understand the complete conversion process and 
increase the effectiveness of initiating new believers into a new life as disciples of Jesus 
Christ.  
The Purpose Revisited 
      The purpose of this study was to explore the elements involved in conversion that 
encourage initiation into a new life as disciples of Jesus Christ. Specifically, this project 
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sought to identify the key common elements of the conversion experience into the 
kingdom of God at four strategic points: to Christ, to his personhood, to his community 
(the Church), and to his cause (mission) during the initial twenty-four months of a new 
believer. VCC will use the results and information to improve its evangelism and 
assimilation skills in inviting and guiding converts toward lasting spiritual transformation 
and mature discipleship. 
Research Questions  
 
      This study used research questions formulated to encourage each participant’s 
conversion story to emerge. The one exception in the series of questions was the first 
question that was designed to capture the personal factors of the participants of the study. 
The remaining five questions attempted to structure individuals’ narratives concerning 
their motivations to convert to Christ, his personhood, his Church, and his cause. This 
structure revealed commonalities of language for analysis and comment. Three primary 
questions guided this study.  
Research Question #1 
      What personal background factors are the participants of the focus groups 
bringing to the study?  
      This question considered issues of age, gender, ethnicity, education, and 
employment. Additionally, the survey recorded whether people identified themselves as 
Christian, how long they had professed Christianity, and their Christian involvements in 
community and ministry. 
Research Question #2 
      How do new believers at VCC describe the journey toward and experience of 
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their conversion event?   
      The foremost data that I attempted to capture was the common language elements 
new converts used in speaking of their conversions to Christ. Following the collection of 
common language elements, I made a comparison to the biblical criteria regarding 
genuine Christian conversion. 
      Related to the language elements of conversion to Christ were issues of key 
internal attitudes and/or experiences that motivated an individual to convert to Jesus 
Christ. I probed a participant’s answer whenever that individual referenced an attitude or 
experience that influenced the decision to accept Jesus Christ. 
      Finally, I noted any evidence of an awareness or understanding of the Holy 
Spirit’s presence and/or role during the conversion event. 
Research Question #3 
      What other factors do new believers at VCC recognize/describe that strengthen 
their initiation as followers of Jesus Christ?  
      All participants were exposed to several external sources of motivation for 
conversion by the time they completed the Newcomer’s Class. These sources included 
Scripture, the mission of the Vineyard Church of Columbus, the signed covenant of faith 
and practice, the leadership of the senior pastor, and the experience of caring from the 
congregation at VCC. Additional external factors motivating selected participants may 
include family members, friends, a peer group, or life circumstances. This question 
allowed me to listen for and identify external factors that influenced their decision to 
participate in conversion to Christ as evidenced by transformation to the mind of Christ, 
to his Church (community), and to his cause (mission). 
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      Additionally, I remained alert to any key internal attitudes and experiences that 
played a part in motivating transformation as demonstrated by the three-fold evidences 
noted previously.  
      Again, I was on the alert to note any awareness of the ongoing work of the Holy 
Spirit in initiating discipleship. I was particularly interested in identifying experience 
with the Holy Spirit in the human quests for belonging, purpose, healing, and peace.      
Methodology 
      This project was an explorative study in the descriptive mode. It was qualitative 
and utilized a focus group design related to three strategic areas of exploration as 
evidence of conversion to Jesus Christ: restored personhood, community, and cause 
(mission). The focus groups were convened and facilitated by myself in my role as Pastor 
of Evangelism at VCC.  
Population and Sample 
 
 The population for this study was the group of individuals who had accepted 
Jesus Christ as their Savior and Lord within the last twenty-four months through one of 
the ministries of VCC. The population was further defined as those individuals who: (1) 
completed the VCC Newcomer’s Class in the last twenty-four months, (2) identified 
themselves as belonging to the “unchurched” or “non-churched” prior to the focus group 
interview date, and (3) submitted for approval the “Covenant of Faith and Membership” 
form necessary for membership at VCC.  Individuals from the population who accepted 
an invitation to participate in the study determined the sample for the study. The sample 
was separated into one of eight possible groups I organized this sample into groups as 
depicted in Figure 1.1 (see p. 18) to determine the size of each group. These eight groups 
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were defined by the pattern of decisions made regarding personhood, community, and 
cause following acceptance of Jesus Christ. The groups were named by listing the 
corresponding letter assigned to each possible decision for personhood (P), community 
(C), and cause (C). Where a category was rejected a pound sign (#) was assigned. The 
assigned letters and pound signs are understood sequentially moving from the top to the 
bottom (i.e. personhood, community and cause). Figure 1.3 is a depiction of these 
assignments (see p. 22). These eight groups of four to six people became the eight focus 
groups used for this study. Each of the eight focus groups were named by an assigned a 
letter grouping as shown in Figure 3.1. 
      I developed one set of interview questions in two instruments for all eight focus 
groups. The departmental staff serving in the VCC Department of Evangelism and a 
research professional assisted me in developing these questions initially. The questions 
were then tested on a seven-person pilot group to assess the validity of the content, refine 
the questions, and add other effective questions. The questions were open-ended to 
encourage responses that engaged each participant’s story.  
      The setting of the interviews was VCC’s pastor’s lounge and they involved only a 
four-to six-person focus group and myself.  
      Each interview ranged between sixty and ninety minutes in length without a break 
to ensure accuracy in data collection. Additionally, I took notes on relevant observations 
during each interview.  
Instrumentation 
      Five key instruments were used during the project. The first was “The Covenant 
of Faith and Membership” document. Individuals who complete the Newcomer Class and 
    
  
  Van Dop 111 
   
 
desire to become members of VCC complete this document as part of the application 
process. Seven specific commitments are delineated in this instrument (see Appendix A). 
Individuals who signed this document were included in the population from which the 
sample was drawn.  
      The second instrument for the study was a pre-focus group survey (see Appendix 
B). This survey was completed by all those in the population of this study who agreed to 
participate in response to a letter of invitation (see Appendix B). The results of this 
survey determined to which focus group participants from the sample were to be 
assigned. 
      The third instrument was a personal data questionnaire (see Appendix C). The 
questionnaire was developed in part from a model of interview questions used in the 
research conducted for the book The Contagious Witness: Exploring Christian 
Conversion by Ron Crandall (see Appendix E). Additionally the U. S. Census Bureau 
Web site offered guidance regarding type and format of data questions. In questions 
regarding race and employment, I used the U. S. Census Bureau’s classifications 
verbatim from the “Census 2000 Data for State of Ohio.” Participants in the study 
completed the survey during the first ten minutes of the focus group interview 
appointment. 
      The fourth instrument was a set of five focus group questions that corresponded to 
two foci: conversion to Christ and the demonstration of this conversion as evidenced by 
decisions made for restoration to Godlike personhood, to the church (community), and to 
God’s purpose (mission) (see Appendix D). These focus group questions corresponded to 
the second and third research questions of this study. The purpose of this instrument was 
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to engage the participants in telling their conversion narrative both as it related to the past 
and the present. Also, the questions were broad and open ended with the intention of 
collecting as much data as possible. 
      The final instrument was comprised of my observations during the interviews. A 
recording device captured group dialog to assist me in recalling specific group 
conversation. I was the only person to collect all data, probe further in each interview, 
and manage the time so the interview addressed all of the interview questions within the 
designated time period. Additionally I formatted the raw data for analysis. 
Validity and Reliability 
      To ensure the validity and reliability of the interview questions, a trial interview 
was conducted. This trial interview provided feedback on the skill of the interviewer in 
asking open-ended questions, evaluated whether the questions were easily understood, 
and identified any gaps in the data the questions generated. Additionally, this interview 
allowed me to refine my interview technique for consistency.  
Data Collection 
      The four-tiered decision tree depicting the strategic points of transition (see 
Figure 3.1) illustrates different evidence of conversion for the new Christian. As 
mentioned in Chapter 1, an affirmation of Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord was assumed 
because of the very nature of Christian conversion and, therefore, was the starting point. 
The next three levels of decision as they related to personhood, community, and cause 
were specifically identified for the purposes of clarity and comparison. Where 
personhood, community and cause were affirmed the first letter of these categories was 
assigned. Where categories were omitted in a given focus group, they were replaced by a 
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# sign. Groups were named by listing the letters or pound sings sequentially from the top 
decision following Christ or personhood through the decision for community and finally 
the results of the decision for cause. Additionally, eight terminal decisions were identified 
based on this identification. Again, these assignments are depicted in Figure 3.1. 
 
Christ                     Aff 
 
  
Restored Personhood         Aff  (P)        Rej (#)  
         
 
Restored Community       Aff  (C)           Rej (#)         Aff  (C)          Rej (#) 
 
 
Restored Cause        Aff (C) Rej (#)  Aff (C) Rej (#)  Aff (C)  Rej (#)  Aff (C)  Rej (#) 
Focus Group  
        Name              PCC      PC#      P#C      P##       #CC       #C#      ##C        ###  
 
Key: Affirmed = Aff; Rejected = Rej 
Figure 3.1. Identification assignments for the four-tiered decision tree. 
 
 
 
      A critical factor in the integrity of the responses to the interview was a 
commitment to protect the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants. Therefore, 
the focus groups were assigned a number that corresponded to a particular group name. 
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Additionally all participants were randomly assigned a participant number. Therefore, a 
group and participant number identified all participants (i.e., 1-1, 1-2, 1-3) omitting any 
use of names for the written survey. This task was completed prior to the selection 
process for the focus groups. Table 3.1 depicts the eight focus group numbers and the 
corresponding focus group names. 
 
Table 3.1. Focus Group Assigned Numbers and Names 
 
Focus Group Numbers 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Focus Group Names PCC PC# P#C P## #CC #C# ##C ### 
 
 
 
Since individuals could have been identified from the recordings of the 
interviews, the tapes were reviewed only by myself and destroyed following completion 
of the study. The observation notes I took were identified by this numbering system.  
      All focus group observation notes were recorded on a standardized form (see 
Appendix I). I collected both objective and subjective observations by a written record 
form and also by a video camera. 
      Finally, the collection process utilized a nominal data process.  
Variables and Generalizability 
      The most obvious variable in this study was myself. The ideal was for me to 
provide a consistent presentation of the questions to each focus group while keeping alert 
for observations and opportunities to probe deeper for relevant information. All 
interviews were scheduled during early evening hours to minimize any variations in my 
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energy level.  
      A second set of variables included the three strategic points of conversion. The 
variables of Christ, community, and cause function as dependent variables in this study. 
While the interview questions remained the same, the characteristics of the focus groups 
changed. One group affirmed a single decision for Christ as Savior. 
      A third set of variables included factors such as personal data, background, and 
sociological data. A short survey instrument captured the personal data variables (age, 
gender, education, ethnicity, church attendance, etc.). The focus group interview dealt 
with the background and sociological variables. 
      Finally, this study did not examine the progressive relationship between these four 
strategic conversion points. It simply explored and identified common language elements 
at each of the three strategic points.  
      The purpose of this study was to identify and compare the common elements of 
conversion at VCC. The sample group includes only the popula tion of believers who 
have publicly confessed Jesus Christ as Savior within a twenty-four-month period prior to 
the focus group interviews. Therefore, the limits of this sample in both size and 
population do not allow for generalization of this study to other areas of ministry beyond 
VCC in Columbus, Ohio. Nevertheless, some limited ability to generalize the results to 
other areas of ministry at VCC will be possible. 
Data Analysis 
      The primary analysis began with several readings of the raw descriptive data. 
These readings occurred from the field notes compiled on the focus group data record 
forms exhibited in Appendix I. Videotapes were also referenced in the case of an 
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apparent gap in the notes or where the notes were unclear. I engaged the standard practice 
of coding used in qualitative research (Wiersma 216-19). I utilized two interns in the 
VCC evangelism department to increase the coding reliability (Weisberg, Krosnick, and 
Bowen 143-44). They identified thematic categories of response based on that data. I then 
sorted the data into categories for identification of common themes and comparative 
analysis with two perspectives in mind: first, data related to the conversion decision and 
secondly, data related to the three strategic decisions regarding personhood, community, 
and purpose that provided evidence of Christian conversion following the conversion 
event. The primary system used for analysis of focus questions one and two were a 
process code. A perception code was utilized for focus questions three through five. A 
context code was used for focus question one as well (Wiersma 217). 
      The primary statistical procedures employed in analyzing the data were finding 
the mean and mode. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 
FINDINGS OF THE STUDY 
 
Introduction 
 
      The design of the study was aimed primarily to see what key elements emerged 
from individuals’ conversion narratives in a focus group setting. For the purpose of 
distinguishing the process of conversion over against the event of conversion, the study 
coined the term “peri-conversion” to identify the evangelistic process leading to the event 
of conversion as well as the resulting evidences of genuine conversion. With this 
distinction I was able to collect narrative data representing three periods of time: before 
conversion, during conversion, and after conversion. While the study was primarily 
interested in the evidences of conversion I was also convinced that an examination of the 
evangelistic events before conversion and the event of conversion would add valued 
perspectival views regarding the resulting evidences, or lack thereof, of conversion. I was 
also convinced that what stands as most important and valued to the participants emerge 
in the participants’ narratives.  
      The major findings of the study were three. First the narratives produced a listing 
of common categories regarding the evangelistic process being experienced during the 
weekend services at VCC. The identification of these categories added insight into the 
participants’ motivation, understanding, and experience leading to a decision for Jesus 
Christ. While these categories shared many similarities with standard evangelical and 
biblical lists, different emphases were placed on aspects such as the role of life crises, 
experience versus knowledge, and the recognition of the work of the Holy Spirit. 
Additionally, traditional biblical and evangelical language regarding sin and repentance 
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was infrequently used (e.g., “I am a sinner,” “I sin all the time,” “I need to repent of my 
sins,” “I repented”). 
      Second, elements of the conversion event itself were identified. What emerged 
most clearly in this list is the reality of broken and sometimes desperate people to take the 
risk of trusting again in order to experience personal peace, relational reconciliation, and 
life meaning again. 
      Finally, the study produced several perspectives on the evidences of genuine 
conversion. These perspectives included the identification of where, if any, change was 
experienced as well as the nature of this change. The results of this section suggested a 
pattern of growth in new Christians that moved sequentially from personal change to 
relational change and finally to missional change. The personal narratives of the 
participants also identified what events and activities offered at VCC were helpful in their 
growth as Christians. Small groups and corporate worship were most strongly identified. 
The value of  “life on life” relationships was also strong in the results. 
Profiles of Subjects 
      The focus groups sample was drawn from a population of individuals who had 
attended and completed the VCC Newcomer’s Class. Two additional characteristics also 
defined this population. First, they had made a commitment to follow Jesus Christ within 
two years prior to this study. Second they had committed themselves to the membership 
covenant at Vineyard Church of Columbus, Ohio (VCC), within the same time period 
(see Appendix A). This sample represented those who were the most highly committed of 
the new converts at VCC. The total population (N) was 261.  
      An invitation to participate in the study was sent to all 261 individuals. Those 
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who responded to the invitation for participation were included in the study sample. The 
sample (n) for the study consisted of fifty-six subjects or 21.5 percent of the total 
population who accepted the invitation to participate. Table 4.1 reports the numerical 
development of the sample. 
 
Table 4.1. Sample Development: Numerical and Percentage Data 
 
 
 
 
 
Of these fifty-six subjects, seventeen were male, and thirty-nine were female. Of 
the thirty-nine females participating in the study, sixteen failed to participate in the focus 
groups. The ages of the participants ranged from 17 to 61 years. The average age of the 
sample was 39.  The mode and median age was 44. The sample consisted of seventeen 
singles, fourteen married, and nine who were divorced. Twelve indicated that their 
highest education degree was high school, ten had a two-year associate’s degree, sixteen 
had achieved a four-year bache lor’s degree and two had earned a master’s degree. 
Racially the sample was predominately white. Thirty-five identified themselves as white, 
three as African American, and two as Hispanic. 
Population n % 
Size 261 N/A 
Number unreachable   11 0.042 
Number failing to respond to invitation to participate in study 191 0.731 
Number rejected for study    3 0.011 
Number accepting invitation to participate in study (sample)  56 0.215 
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      Thirteen different career areas were represented. Table 4.2 illustrates how the 
participants were distributed throughout the career areas. Every participant affirmed that 
they had made a decision for Jesus Christ. The range of the timing of this decision was 
from two to twenty-four months. Fifteen months was the mean. Thirteen months was the 
median, and the mode was twenty-four months. 
 
 
Table 4.2. Distribution of Career Types 
 
Career Areas n 
  
Construction 3 
Manufacturing 1 
Wholesale trade 1 
Retail trade 3 
Transportation and warehousing 2 
Finance and insurance 6 
Pubic administration 1 
Professional, scientific, and technical services 5 
Administrative and support  1 
Educational services 2 
Health care and social assistance 7 
Accommodation and food services 1 
Other services 7 
  
 
 
Reliability 
      Two written questionnaires were used in the study. The first questionnaire, 
“Turning to Jesus: Pre-Focus Group Questionnaire” (see Appendix B), was developed 
specifically for this study. The questionnaire inquired into participants’ spiritual activity 
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specifically asking about the three strategic areas as evidence of conversion to Christ: 
restored personhood, community, and cause. Its purpose was to sort participants into one 
of the designated focus group categories as illustrated in Figure 3.1 (see p. 113). 
      The questionnaire entitled, “Turning to Jesus: Profile Data of Recent Converts” 
(see Appendix C), was structured in part from a model of interview questions used in the 
research conducted for the book, The Contagious Witness: Exploring Christian 
Conversion by Ron Crandall (see Appendix C). Additionally I referred to the “General 
Demographic Characteristics (DP-1)” and the “Selected Economic Characteristics (DP-
3)” both from the “Census 2000 Data for State of Ohio” Web site (U. S. Census Bureau). 
Classification regarding race and employment were used verbatim from these census 
documents. Both of these census documents were accessed via the U. S. Census Bureau 
Web site.   
Descriptive Data 
      The descriptive data or summary statistics provide a snapshot of the subjects 
involved in the study prior to convening any focus groups. These statistics answer 
research question one: What personal background factors are the participants of the focus 
groups bringing to this study? 
      Additional background factors had to do with how participants viewed and 
engaged the Christian faith. All participants indicated that they understood themselves as 
people who had consciously made a decision for Jesus Christ (see Appendix C, question 
8). Also, participants invited into the study indicated their willingness to participate by 
completing a simple pre-focus group questionnaire (see Appendix B). In this 
questionnaire all participants affirmed their involvement in the practice of at least one of 
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the Christian disciplines on a monthly basis (see Appendix B, question 1). This data 
indicates that the subjects participating in this study generally understood themselves as 
Christian and were making some personal attempt to engage in the practice of their 
Christian faith. 
      The pre-focus group questionnaire also sorted participants into eight terminal 
categories, as illustrated by Figure 3.1 (see p. 113), according to how they answered 
questions 2-4.  These categories represented different possible configurations of three 
evidences of restoration, personhood, community, and cause (mission), resulting from 
conversion. The names for the categories were designated according to the first letter of 
the three evidences of conversion, personhood, community and cause, represented in a 
specific group. A pound sign (#) was inserted into a category name where one, two, or all 
three of the evidences of conversion were missing.  
      Five of the eight categories filled with participants. The category named PCC 
represented individuals who saw evidence of restoration in all three areas of personhood, 
community, and cause. PCC had the largest group of participants. The categories named 
PC#  (personhood, community, and no cause), P#C (personhood, no community, and 
cause), P## (personhood, and no community, or cause), and  ### (no evidences) also 
filled with participants.  None of the other categories #CC (no personhood, but 
community, and cause), #C# (no personhood or cause, but community), ##C (no 
personhood or community, but only cause) filled with participants. The common factor 
among these empty categories was the lack of restoration in personhood. This data 
indicates that, with the exception of category eight, all the participants in the other 
categories were reporting some evidence of positive personhood transformation.  
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      The total sample size for the study was fifty-six with forty individuals or 71 
percent participating in the focus group portion of the study.  Table 4.3 depicts the 
distribution of the sample and the number of focus groups that were convened according 
to the eight focus group categories.   
    For the purposes of maximizing individual participation, the size of each focus 
group was limited to four to six participants. The one exception to this method occurred 
in scheduling Focus Group #3 (see Table 4.4). This group originally was scheduled with 
seven participants; however, the group actually convened with only five participants. 
 
Table 4.3. Distribution of Sample among Eight Focus Group Categories 
 
Focus Groups  PCC PC# P#C P## #CC #C# ##C ### 
         
Sample 
Distribution 
 
28 
 
9 
 
6 
 
8 
 
0 
 
0 
 
0 
 
5 
Sample 
Percentage 
 
0.50 
 
0.16 
 
0.11 
 
0.14 
 
0.00 
 
0.00 
 
0.00 
 
0.09 
Group 
Distribution 
 
5 
 
2 
 
1 
 
2 
 
0 
 
0 
 
0 
 
1 
Group 
Percentage 
 
0.45 
 
0.18 
 
0.09 
 
0.18 
 
0.00 
 
0.00 
 
0.00 
 
0.09 
         
 
 
      Of the consenting study participants 29 percent failed to keep the confirmed focus 
group appointment.  In cases where participants did not show up for the focus group, they 
were contacted one more time in order to reschedule a similar focus group appointment. 
Table 4.4 shows the number of focus groups used in the study for the five active 
categories. Additionally it records the attendance for the eleven focus groups.  
These groups were structured around five questions (see Appendix D). The 
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questions were designed to capture personal narratives regarding the journey into faith in 
Christ and the conversion event itself and to identify evidence of restoration to Christ. 
Without exception, the participants were eager, cooperative, thoughtful, detailed and 
often vulnerable in responding to the questions in the sharing of their conversion stories. 
 
 
Table 4.4. Focus Group Attendance 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Focus Groups  Initial 
Size 
Present Absent 
    
Category PCC    
Focus Group #1 4 4 0 
Focus Group #2 6 5 1 
Focus Group #3 7 5 2 
Focus Group #8 5 3 2 
Focus Group #10 4 4 0 
 
Category PC#     
Focus Group #7 6 6 0 
Focus Group #11 3 2 1 
 
Category P#C    
Focus Group #5 6 3 3 
 
Category P##    
Focus Group #4  7 2 5 
Focus Group #9 6 3 3 
 
Category #CC    
No Focus Group - - - 
 
Category #C#    
No Focus Group - - - 
 
Category ##C    
No Focus Group - - - 
 
Category ###    
Focus Group #6 5 3 2 
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Looking for God: The Journey toward Conversion 
 
      Every individual in this study declared faith in Jesus Christ by responding to a 
public invitation to accept Jesus Christ. Their participation in this public event was 
recorded on a VCC response card and, for the purpose of this study, represented the 
conversion “event” in their Christian lives.  Prior to that event was an evangelistic 
process. This study coined the word “peri-conversion” to describe the process and 
activity before and after or surrounding the VCC conversion event. 
      The first focus group question asked the participants “What events and experience 
led you to the realization that you needed God” (see Appendix D). The intent of this 
question was to capture the pertinent narrative categories used by the participants in this 
study as they described the process of evangelism in their conversion stories.   
      Table 4.5 lists the common narrative categories that emerged from the individual 
conversion stories and the percentage of frequency in each narrative category compared 
to the whole sample. Several of the narrative categories deserve comment. Responses 
describing the “experience of crisis” category fell into three subcategories. Phrases such 
as, “I became an alcoholic,” “I committed crimes for drugs,” “There was so much sin in 
my life that I was emotionally paralyzed,” “I realized that I was a moral leper,” I had a 
sense of hopelessness,” and “I had become depressed with life and had thoughts of 
suicide,” are examples of some of the intrapersonal crisis reported. 
      Several different examples of interpersonal crisis also emerged. Nevertheless, 
divorce was by far the front running response recorded for this subcategory. 
      Situational crises had to do with responses reporting grief from the loss of a love 
one, physical health or a job. In two cases the crisis had to do with a pregnancy out of  
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wedlock. 
 
 
Table 4.5. Evangelistic Narrative Categories: Frequency Percentages Compared to 
the Whole Sample 
 
Boldface numerals represent the percentage of respondents in a narrative category to the 
total number of study sample. The non-boldface numerals represent the percentage of 
responses to the total study sample. 
 
                 Focus Group                                           
 
Narrative Cat. 
PCC 
n21 
PC# 
n8 
P#C 
n3 
P## 
n5 
#CC 
n0 
#C# 
n0 
##C 
n0 
### 
n3 
ALL 
n40 
          
Total Focus Group .53 .20 .08 .13 .00 .00 .00 .08 1.00 
          
Religious Background  .45 .10 .03 .13 .00 .00 .00 .05 .75 
Negative/Mixed .30 .03 .03 .08 .00 .00 .00 .03 .45 
Positive .13 .08 .00 .05 .00. .00 .00 .03 .28 
 
Religious Belief .38 .13 .03 .10 .00 .00 .00 .05 .69 
Precept only .30 .10 .03 .08 .00 .00 .00 .05 .56 
Abandoned .13 .08 .00 .05 .00 .00 .00 .00 .25 
 
Crisis Experience .38 .20 .08 .13 .00 .00 .00 .05 .83 
Intrapersonal .28 .18 .05 .10 .00 .00 .00 .03 .63 
Interpersonal .25 .13 .03 .10 .00 .00 .00 .03 .53 
Situational .18 .08 .05 .03 .00 .00 .00 .00 .34 
 
Aware of Sin .23 .13 .00 .08 .00 .00 .00 .03 .45 
Mental (I am) .10 .00 .00 .00 ..00 .00 .00 .00 .10 
Heart (I need) .08 .03 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .03 .13 
Action (I did) .08 .13 .00 .08 .00 .00 .00 .00 .28 
 
Aware of Search  .53 .20 .08 .13 .00 .00 .00 .08 1.00 
God .13 .05 .00 .03 .00 .00 .00 .00 .20 
Personal wholeness .38 .10 .05 .10 .00 .00 .00 .08 .70 
Community .08 .08 .03 .03 .00 .00 .00 .00 .20 
Cause .15 .03 .00 .03 .00 .00 .00 .00 .20 
 
Credible Witness .48 .20 .08 .10 .00 .00 .00 .08 .93 
VCC individual  .30 .15 .05 .10 .00 .00 .00 .05 .65 
VCC corporate .30 .10 .03 .10 .00 .00 .00 .05 .58 
Other Christian .15 .03 .00 .03 .00 .00 .00 .00 .23 
 
God Dr awing .20 .05 .05 .05 .00 .00 .00 .05 .40 
 VCC factors .18 .03 .03 .03 .00 .00 .00 .03 .28 
 Non VCC factors .08 .03 .03 .03 .00 .00 .00 .03 .18 
 
Aware of Resistance .25 .13 .03 .03 .00 .00 .00 .05 .48 
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Responses to the first focus question also provided data regarding the primary 
contexts of evangelistic activity. Table 4.6 depicts the leading evangelistic environments 
in the lives of the participants in each focus group category and for the whole sample. 
The obvious leading evangelistic environment in VCC’s ministry was the weekend 
worship services representing 70 percent, or just over two-thirds of the responses overall. 
Also of note is the workplace environment representing nearly one-third of the responses 
and nearly two-fifths of the responses in the PCC Category. Finally, 60 percent of all 
decisions came as a result of members partnering their invitation and witness with VCC 
weekend services to bring someone to the point of embracing faith in Jesus.  
      The fifth category in this table served as a collection category for all the 
remaining responses. No duplicate environments were named in this category. Care must 
be taken in interpreting focus groups PC#, P#C, P##, and ### due to their small sample 
sizes in comparison to other groups. Small sample sizes have inflated group percentages.  
 
Table 4.6. Evangelistic Environments: Percentage of Response within a Focus 
Group Category 
 
 
 
     Several evangelistic factors are predominantly operant in the life and ministry of 
                Focus Group 
 
Environments 
PCC 
n21 
PC# 
n8 
P#C 
n3 
P## 
n5 
#CC 
n0 
#C# 
n0 
##C 
n0 
### 
n3 
ALL 
n40 
Home  .14 .25 .34 .40 .00 .00 .00 .34 .23 
Workplace .38 .25 .34 .00 .00 .00 .00 .34 .30 
Church (VCC) .71 .63 .67 .80 .00 .00 .00 .67 .70 
Third places .19 .25 .34 .20 .00 .00 .00 .34 .23 
Other   .24 .25 .34 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .20 
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VCC. These factors emerged in the conversion stories. Table 4.7 represents the top six 
factors that were effective in contributing to the evangelistic process leading to 
conversion and the percentage of responses compared to the whole sample.  
 
 
Table 4.7. Top Evangelistic Factors: Percentage of Response to the Whole Sample 
 
               Focus Group 
 
Factors 
PCC 
n21 
PC# 
n8 
P#C 
N3 
P## 
n5 
#CC 
n0 
#C# 
n0 
##C 
n0 
### 
n3 
All 
n40 
Member witness .23 .13 .05 .10 .00 .00 .00 .03 .53 
Member invitation .23 .13 .05 .10 .00 .00 .00 .05 .55 
Welcome\hospitality .10 .03 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .03 .15 
Worship .18 .03 .00 .03 .00 .00 .00 .00 .23 
Gospel teaching\invite .23 .13 .03 .13 .00 .00 .00 .03 .53 
Sense of Holy Spirit  .23 .00 .00 .10 .00 .00 .00 .05 .38 
Other  .15 .05 .03 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .23 
 
Throughout the entire table there a strong link between “Member witness,” 
“Member invitation” and “Gospel teaching/invite” exits. Typical responses regarding the 
influence and witness of a VCC member inc luded the following: “[A] coworker answered 
my questions about God,” and, “[I] met a girl at Caribou Coffee. [S]omething was 
different; she had an aura about her.” These responses indicated a VCC member’s sense 
of presence and /or behavior was communicating the reality of God to others. The very 
nature of the lives of these members communicated genuine encounter with God. The 
reality of this encounter was a witness to those around them. 
      Within the “Member invitation” section, participants reported specific invitations 
to attend weekend services at VCC. The reports about these invitations were simply 
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stated, “[A] friend suggested that I check out VCC,” and, “[A] coworker invited me to 
VCC.” VCC members were not content to be mere witness of God but connected this 
witness to an intentional invitation to the unchurched and nonbelievers. 
       The “Gospel teaching/invite” section was a place where participants’ statements 
about the effect of the senior pastor’s teaching and invitation to receive the gospel were 
collected. Typical of these responses were people feeling like the teaching pastor was 
speaking directly to them (referring to one of the weekend worship services of 1,500-
2,000), or that the Word of God was suddenly alive and relevant to them personally. 
Additionally, participants also spoke of the emotional and physical experiences (i.e., 
sweating, crying, being compelled to stand up publicly, feeling an internal pressure, 
calling out to God for help, hearing God’s voice), during the invitation to Jesus Christ as 
well. 
      The seventh category, identified as “Other” served as a collection category for the 
remaining scatted evangelistic factors. Of the factors named only, the Holy Spirit Retreat 
appeared twice with every other factor being named once in this category.  
      These results answer the first part of research question two: How do new 
believers at VCC describe the journey toward and experience of their conversion? The 
results speak to the VCC elements in the process of effective evangelism leading to 
conversion in the ministry of VCC.      
Embracing God: Elements of Conversion 
      Participants in the study were also asked to describe the moment or event of 
conversion. The second focus group question specifically addressed this issue: “Once you 
realized that you needed God, what did you do to embrace God?” (see Appendix D). 
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Nine elements of conversion emerged to describe the experience. Seven of these elements 
appeared toward the end of Chapter 2 describing biblical conversion. This listing of 
conversion experiences and factors continued to serve well in capturing the experience of 
conversion. Table 4.8 depicts the list of conversion elements reported by the participants 
as they described their conversion experience and the percentage of frequency as 
compared to the whole sample. 
 
 
Table 4.8. Conversion Elements: Percentage of Response within a Focus Group 
Category 
 
Focus Group 
 
Elements 
PCC 
n21 
PC# 
n8 
P#C 
n3 
P## 
n5 
#CC 
n0 
#C# 
n0 
##C 
n0 
### 
n3 
All 
n40 
          
Admission of need .62 .50 .67 .60 .00 .00 .00 .67 .60 
Belief in Jesus Christ .24 .13 .00 .80 .00 .00 .00 .00 .23 
Repentance .24 .38 .00 .20 .00 .00 .00 .00 .23 
Trust in Jesus Christ .86 .88 1.00 .80 .00 .00 .00 1.00 .88 
Transfer of allegiance .34 .25 .00 .20 .00 .00 .00 .00 .25 
Baptism .24 .00 .34 .20 .00 .00 .00 .00 .18 
Received Holy Spirit .14 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .34 .10 
Church incorporation .38 .50 .34 .40 .00 .00 .00 .00 .38 
Struggle experienced .48 .50 .34 .40 .00 .00 .00 .34 .45 
          
     
 
      Several categories warrant brief commentary. Again caution must be made in 
interpreting focus groups P#C, P##, and ### due to their small sample sizes.  
      The category named “admission of need” does not necessarily refer to the 
theological concept of sin. This category, while including the idea and recognition of sin, 
is used to include a need in a broader sense. This broader sense of need was expressed in 
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both negative and positive ways. In the negative sense, were comments regarding a 
present experience of crisis where life was appearing to be falling apart and their ability 
to maintain the image of self-sufficiency was fading. Others spoke of their lives where 
desperation, addiction, despair and depression were taking over. In the midst of these 
circumstances people describe admissions of needing God, sometimes to their 
astonishment, to step in and take over their lives.  
      A large number of responses indicated decisions that were made in favor of a 
relationship with God. These responses varied in intensity and level of commitment or 
understanding, but all represented a turn in the direction of God. Sometimes the 
responses demonstrated language describing a cessation of resistance and a new embrace 
of God involving a conscious decision to trust in Christ. This category scored the highest 
number of responses and represents a broad range of comments relating to the issue of 
trust. 
      The category of “incorporation into church” also represented a broad range of 
comments having to do with beginning the practice of spiritual disciplines, worshipping, 
following the Ten Commandments, and participating in church classes, small groups, and 
ministry to others. Essentially these descriptions indicated a general movement into the 
life of the church. 
      These results answered the second part of research question two regarding 
conversion: How do new believers at VCC describe the journey toward and experience of 
their conversion?      
Walking with God: Evidences of Conversion 
      Questions three and four in the focus group interviews addressed the issue of 
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evidences of conversion. Question three, “What two or three changes have taken place in 
your life since you placed your trust in Jesus Christ?” sought to probe for each 
individual’s perception of self-change. These areas were grouped together as they 
pertained to the three primary evidences of change (personhood, community, and cause) 
being tested in this study. The areas of change suggest both internal and external 
evidences of transformation resulting from conversion to Christ. Table 4.9 reports the 
frequency of responses to perceived areas of change. The most noteworthy result of these 
findings was the progression of change from human brokenness through restoration in the 
areas of personhood, community, and cause reported in the “All” category. The size of 
the percentages indicated that the greatest amount of change is in the category of 
personhood. Every focus group category had 100 percent response in the area of 
personhood or personal wholeness. Total response in the restored community area was 45 
percent. Restored cause recorded a total response of 37 percent. 
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Table 4.9. Areas of Restoration in the New Convert 
 
         Focus Group  
                                     
Restoration 
PCC 
n21 
PC# 
n8 
P#C 
n3 
P## 
n5 
#CC 
n0 
#C# 
n0 
##C 
n0 
### 
n3 
All 
n40 
          
Personhood 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 .00 .00 .00 1.00 1.00 
Values  .67 .37 .33 .20 .00 .00 .00 .33 .50 
Beliefs .28 .12 .67 .60 .00 .00 .00 1.00 .37 
Behaviors .57 .62 .67 .80 .00 .00 .00 1.00 .65 
Attitudes  .90 .50 1.00 .60 .00 .00 .00 .67 .77 
Healings .86 .62 .67 .20 .00 .00 .00 .67 .70 
          
Community  .48 .50 .33 .40 .00 .00 .00 .33 .45 
Values .00 .12 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .02 
Beliefs  .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 
Behaviors .24 .12 .67 1.00 .00 .00 .00 1.00 .40 
Attitude .14 .12 .00 .20 .00 .00 .00 .00 .12 
Healings  .09 .37 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .33 .15 
          
Cause .38 .25 .33 .20 .00 .00 .00 1.00 .37 
Values .04 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .33 .05 
Beliefs .04 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .33 .05 
Behaviors .43 .12 .00 .60 .00 .00 .00 1.00 .37 
Attitude .28 .12 .67 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .22 
          
Boldface numerals represent the number of participants responding in a boldface 
category. Non-boldface numerals represent the number of responses in a subcategory. 
 
 
 
      Participants’ responses were subcategorized under the three broad categories 
according to these codes: values, beliefs, behaviors, attitudes, and healings. Participants’ 
responses were counted multiple times if it was appropriate to each category. For 
instance, tithing was a common response. Participants talked about being “awakened to 
tithing,” or “I used to give leftovers.” In reporting change participants talked about  
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“experiencing joy in giving,” or “I give first now.” In recording this kind of a response 
both a value and a behavior were counted because change had occurred in both areas. The 
same situation occurred in areas of change having to do with praying or drinking alcohol. 
On the topic of praying value and behavior changes were indicated. On the topic of 
drinking alcohol, an individual indicated a change in terms of a “healing” as well as 
“behavior.”  
      The fourth focus group question, “What are two or three events/activities at VCC 
that have been helpful in your growth as a follower of Jesus Christ?” sought to identify 
church programming, external to the new convert, that would also provide evidence of 
genuine conversion by the investment of time and energy of the individual. 
          Table 4.10 relates the VCC events and activities that were reported as helpful by 
the participants. These events and activities were also grouped together as they pertained 
to the three primary evidences of change (personhood, community, and cause) being 
explored in this study. 
Again the result regarding the events\activities in the “All” personhood category 
is at the top of the list. The Conferences subcategory is the strong event across the focus 
groups scoring 37 percent or ten percentage points ahead of the next highest score in the 
Discipleship\training subcategory. The Conference category is at the top of all the 
subcategories with the exceptions of the P#C focus group where the New member class 
category outscored it 3 to 1 and the ### focus group where the Weekend teaching and 
Alpha/foundations categories led Conferences by a 2 to 1 margin. Again the constant 
refrain in this study is for the reader to take caution in making too much of the individual 
percentage differences in the individual focus groups since the sample number is so small 
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in each of them except for the PCC focus group. Baptism received only one comment and 
failed to distinguish itself as a separate subcategory under personhood. In the Other 
subcategory no response was duplicated. 
 
Table 4.10  VCC Events/Activities Contributing to Restoration in New Converts: 
Frequency of Response within a Focus Group Category 
 
             Focus Group  
 
Events/Activities  
PCC 
n21 
PC# 
n8 
P#C 
n3 
P## 
n5 
#CC 
n0 
#C# 
n0 
##C 
n0 
### 
n3 
All 
n40 
          
Personhood .67 .75 1.00 .80 .00 .00 .00 1.00 .75 
Conferences .38 .37 .33 .60 .00 .00 .00 .00 .37 
Discipleship\training .33 .25 .00 .49 .00 .00 .00 .00 .27 
Prayer ministry .19 .00 .00 .20 .00 .00 .00 .00 .12 
New member class .09 .12 1.00 .40 .00 .00 .00 .00 .20 
Weekend teaching .04 .00 .33 .00 .00 .00 .00 .67 .10 
Alpha/Foundations .04 .25 .33 .00 .00 .00 .00 .67 .15 
Other .14 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .07 
          
Community  .76 .87 1.00 .40 .00 .00 .00 .67 .75 
Weekend Worship .28 .00 .33 .00 .00 .00 .00 .33 .20 
Small Group .62 .87 1.00 .40 .00 .00 .00 .67 .67 
Recovery Group .04 .12 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .05 
          
Cause .48 .37 .33 .60 .00 .00 .00 .00 .45 
Evangelism/Outreach .19 .37 .00 .40 .00 .00 .00 .00 .22 
Service in VCC .33 .00 .33 .20 .00 .00 .00 .00 .22 
          
Boldface numerals represent the number of participants responding in a boldface 
category. Non-boldface numerals represent the number of responses in a subcategory. 
 
An equivalent 75 percent is in the “All” community category. In particular, the 
Small group subcategory scored the highest percentages over all the remaining 
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community subcategories by greater than a 3 to 1 margin. The exception to this 
observation is in the ### group where the small group led worship 2 to 1.    
     The Cause category, with 45 percent, trails far behind the Personhood and 
Community categories.  The difference is slightly over 3 to 2. 
      Another source of information where people find encouragement in their 
Christian walk at VCC were the responses to question ten in the personal date 
questionnaire (see Appendix C). Question ten asked, “What are the five most important 
ways that you relate to other Christians? Please list from the most important to the least 
important.” Table 4.11 depicts the percentage of relational context occurrence within a 
focus group category. 
 
 
Table 4.11.  VCC Relational Contexts of New Converts as Reported in Personal 
Data Questionnaire  
 
            Focus Group 
 
Events/Activities 
PCC 
n21 
PC# 
n8 
P#C 
n3 
P## 
n5 
#CC 
n0 
#C# 
n0 
##C 
n0 
### 
n3 
All 
n40 
          
Small Groups .95 1.00 1.00 .60 .00 .00 .00 1.00 .92 
Weekend Services  .90 .87 1.00 .80 .00 .00 .00 1.00 .90 
1:1 Relationships .86 .87 .67 .60 .00 .00 .00 1.00 .82 
Cause (Mission) .52 .25 .33 .20 .00 .00 .00 .67 .42 
Discipleship .28 .25 .33 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .22 
VCC Other .43 .37 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .30 
          
Numbers represent the percentage of responses within a focus group category. 
 
 
      The response of “prayer” was included in the 1:1 relationships category. While 
this response might possibly refer to the prayer ministry time that concludes each 
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weekend service, I interpreted it to primarily refer to 1:1 prayer received in a variety of 
contexts. 
      Question ten of the Personal Data Questionnaire also asked participants to 
prioritize, on a scale of 1-5, the importance of the relational contexts that they named as 
helpful in their lives as Christians. Table 4.12 reports the priority of small groups in the 
lives of the participants. 
 
 
Table 4.12. Priority of Small Groups in the  Lives of New Converts 
 
         Focus Group                                                    
 
Priority 
PCC 
n21 
PC# 
n8 
P#C 
n3 
P## 
n5 
#CC 
n0 
#C# 
n0 
##C 
n0 
### 
n3 
All 
n40 
          
Total Response 1.00 1.00 1.00 .60 .00 .00 .00 1.00 .95 
Priority #1 .48 .75 .33 .40 .00 .00 .00 .33 .50 
Priority #2 .33 .25 .67 .00 .00 .00 .00 .33 .30 
Priority #3 .09 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .33 .07 
Priority #4 .05 .00 .00 .20 .00 .00 .00 .00 .05 
Priority #5 .05 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .02 
          
Numbers represent the percentage of responses within a focus group category. 
 
 
Of all the participants in the sample, 90 percent named small groups somewhere 
in the list of five priorities. One-half of these participants placed small groups as the top 
priority. An additional 30 percent, or, nearly another third of the participants, named 
small groups as the second most important priority. Again, 80 percent placed small 
groups in the first two relational priorities when meeting with other Christians.  
      Table 4.13 reports the priority of weekend services in the lives of the participants. 
This category includes comments specifically referring to weekend services, worship, and 
    
  
  Van Dop 138 
   
 
teaching. The prayer ministry, a regular part of the weekend services, is not included 
since it was not specifically mentioned. 
      The results of these findings are more evenly spread. While 90 percent of the 
participants named the weekend service as a priority, the distribution of the responses 
was more balanced. Nevertheless the larger percentages were found in priority two and 
three accounting for 55 percent of the total responses. While this relational context is 
highly valued in general, it is not valued as highly as the small group category. 
 
Table 4.13. Priority of Weekend Services in the Lives of New Converts 
 
        Focus Group 
                       
Priority 
PCC 
n21 
PC# 
n8 
P#C 
n3 
P## 
n5 
#CC 
n0 
#C# 
n0 
##C 
n0 
### 
n3 
All 
n40 
          
Total Response .90 .87 1.00 .80 .00 .00 .00 1.00 .90 
Priority #1 .09 .12 .33 .20 .00 .00 .00 .33 .15 
Priority #2 .28 .37 .33 .60 .00 .00 .00 .33 .35 
Priority #3 .28 .25 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .20 
Priority #4 .14 .12 .33 .00 .00 .00 .00 .33 .15 
Priority #5 .09 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .05 
          
Numbers represent the percentage of responses within a focus group category. 
 
      Table 4.14 reports the priority of one-to-one connections in new converts’ lives. 
Of the sample 82 percent identified this category. Responses included meeting with 
friends or in one-to-one ministries such as peer counseling. “Prayer” was also included in 
this category. The distribution of the responses was more even than that in the previous 
two tables. Additionally the trend toward lower priority levels continues. Here priorities 
three and four both account for 40 percent of the 82 percent recorded for this category.  
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Table 4.14. Priority of 1:1 Relationships in the Lives of New Converts 
 
         Focus Group                                                    
 
Priority 
PCC 
n21 
PC# 
n8 
P#C 
n3 
P## 
n5 
#CC 
n0 
#C# 
n0 
##C 
n0 
### 
n3 
All 
n40 
          
Total Response .86 .87 .67 .60 .00 .00 .00 1.00 .82 
Priority #1 .19 .12 .33 .20 .00 .00 .00 .00 .17 
Priority #2 .24 .12 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .33 .17 
Priority #3 .09 .25 .33 .40 .00 .00 .00 .33 .20 
Priority #4 .24 .25 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .33 .20 
Priority #5 .09 .12 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .07 
          
Numbers represent the percentage of responses within a focus group category. 
 
  
Table 4.15 depicts the priority of cause (mission or ministry to others) in the lives 
of new converts. Only 62 percent of the sample named this category. While the numbers 
are close to one another, the trend toward the lower priorities continues. 
 
 
Table 4.15. Priority of Cause (Mission) in the Lives of New Converts 
 
        Focus Group 
                       
Priority 
PCC 
n2 
PC# 
n8 
P#C 
n3 
P## 
n5 
#CC 
n0 
#C# 
n0 
##C 
n0 
### 
n3 
All 
n40 
          
Total Response .86 .25 .67 .20 .00 .00 .00 .67 .62 
Priority #1 .09 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .33 .07 
Priority #2 .09 .12 .00 .20 .00 .00 .00 .00 .10 
Priority #3 .14 .12 .67 .00 .00 .00 .00 .33 .17 
Priority #4 .24 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .12 
Priority #5 .28 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .15 
          
Numbers represent the percentage of responses within a focus group category. 
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Table 4.16 summarizes how the participants ranked where they meet with other 
Christians.  
 
Table 4.16.  Summary of Ranking of Relational Contexts with Other Christians as 
Reported in Personal Data Questionnaire  
 
                              Ranking 
 
Relational Contexts 
#1 
 
#2 
 
#3 
 
#4 
 
#5 
 
All 
n40 
       
Small groups .50 .27 .15 .05 .02 1.00 
Weekend service .15 .35 .20 .15 .05 .90 
1:1 relationships .20 .15 .20 .25 .02 .82 
VCC ministry .07 .12 .20 .10 .15 .65 
Discipleship .00 .00 .05 .07 .02 .15 
Other  (VCC & non-VCC) .07 .07 .07 .10 .20 .52 
All  1.00 .97 .87 .72 .47 n/a 
       
Numerals represent the percentage of responses to the all focus group participants. 
 
 
 
Additional Conversion Story Comments 
 
      The final focus group question was a general “catch all” question, “Is there 
anything else about your story of faith in Jesus Christ that you would like to share?” This 
question provided another opportunity for evidences of genuine conversion to emerge 
free of any suggestion on my part. Many participants responded to this question. Several 
participants, however, did not feel the need to comment. Table 4.17 summarizes the 
concluding responses of the focus group participants (see Appendix K for raw numbers). 
      A clear distinction emerged between God’s provision for salvation and his 
ongoing provision everyday. I distinguished these two areas of grace by the words 
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“saving” and “daily.” Additionally, a clear distinction emerged between some statements 
of initial recognition of God’s grace and other statements of gratitude for the same grace. 
 
 
Table 4.17. Concluding Comments Regarding Faith in Jesus Christ 
 
Numerals represent percentage of responses within a focus group category. 
 
 
Individuals spoke of being amazed at God’s faithfulness and creative work in their lives. 
Specific references included being rescued or given a second chance in life. Several one 
time addicts commented, “God looked on me with favor–took me out of the pit of hell,” 
Equally moving were statements concerning having purpose for living each day. One 
man stated, “Now I don’t wake up disappointed [to be alive] in the morning. I count my 
blessings instead.” Many talked about the experience of encountering real love through 
Christ. 
      This distinction also held true for statements of belonging (community) and 
mission (cause) although in far fewer numbers. Two contrasting statements about 
belonging were “it’s important to have a support group,” and “I am grateful to belong to a 
community.” Similarly statements of mission or cause were also identified: “I love the 
way Christians relate to non Christians–they treat everyone as God’s children,” and I am 
             Focus Group 
                                       
Comments  
PCC 
n21 
PC# 
n8 
P#C 
n3 
P## 
n5 
#CC 
n0 
#C# 
n0 
##C 
n0 
### 
n3 
All 
n40 
          
Restored personhood .76 .87 1.00 .80 .00 .00 .00 1.00 .82 
Restored community  .14 .37 .00 .20 .00 .00 .00 .00 .17 
Restored cause .14 .25 .00 .20 .00 .00 .00 .33 .17 
Other  .24 .25 1.00 .60 .00 .00 .00 1.00 .35 
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“grateful to be able to help others.” 
       Although no comments were made about God being a corporate God or a God for 
all of God’s people, nor specific comments about a God of mission or a sending God, I 
included them as categories for the purpose of contrast with the recognition of God as 
personal. 
Summary of Findings 
 The findings of this study are summarized in three different categories. The first 
category, “Looking for God: The Journey toward Conversion”, had to do with the 
periconversion issues surrounding the evangelism of the individual. A second category 
entitled, “Embracing God: Elements of Conversion”, considered the language of 
conversion. The final category, “Walking with God: Evidences of Conversion,” 
considered the validity of three strategic evidences of genuine conversion. These three 
categories and related findings follow. 
Looking for God: The Journey toward Conversion 
1. The conversion narratives did produce a listing of common categories 
concerning the evangelistic process adding insight into the motivation, understanding and 
experience leading to a decision for Jesus Christ. 
2. A large percentage of participants had some religious background and/or 
knowledge to draw upon during the evangelistic process. 
3. Chief among the motivations for conversion were the role of a life crisis, the 
desire to personally encounter God and the recognition of the presence and activity of 
God in an individual’s life. 
4. Intrapersonal crisis was the most frequent area referenced concerning life 
    
  
  Van Dop 143 
   
 
crisis. 
5. The role of a credible witness, both individual and corporate played a large 
role helping individuals become more receptive to the gospel teaching at VCC. 
6. There is indication of an effective evangelistic partnership between the role of 
a VCC credible witness and strong gospel teaching.  
Embracing God: Elements of Conversion 
1. What emerged in the descriptions of conversion was the willingness of broken 
people to take the risk of trusting again in order to experience personal peace, relational 
reconciliation, and purpose for life. 
2. Missing from the conversion descriptions was the language of sin and 
repentance. 
Walking with God: Evidences of Conversion 
1. The validity of the three strategic evidences of restored personhood, 
community and cause was sustained. 
2. A pattern of growth for a new Christian often appears to move sequentially 
from personal change to relational change to finally missional change.  
3. Small groups, positive worship and “life on life” relationships were among the 
most helpful events in helping new Christians grow. 
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CHAPTER 5 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
      The origin of this research project was birthed out of the reality of five to six 
hundred conversions that occur each year at VCC in the weekend services alone. These 
numbers do not count the numbers of conversion that occur by the dozens in other VCC 
ministries. While this number of conversions has created a deep sense of gratitude for the 
saving work of God in the life and ministry of VCC, it has also created a daunting task of 
identifying genuine conversion and then nurturing new converts in a life of discipleship 
to Jesus Christ. 
      Historically, VCC has appeared more effective evangelistically, that is, seeing 
responses to the invitation to accept Jesus Christ, than it has in initiating these converts as 
disciples of Christ. A sharp decrease numerically continues to exist between those 
responding to Christ and those who engage in the lifelong journey of following Christ. 
This is a present concern at VCC. Follow up programming for new converts has had only 
meager participation. Efforts to improve early discipleship training have led to challenges 
surrounding the understanding and evaluation of evangelistic practices and evidences of 
genuine conversion in the ministry of VCC.  
      Therefore, the goal of this project was to explore the common peri-conversion 
elements that initiate transformation into a full life as a disciple of Jesus Christ. 
Specifically, its purpose was to examine individual stories of evangelism and conversion 
in order to map the conversion landscape in the lives of people accepting Jesus Christ at 
VCC. Two foci stood at the center of this project: first, the common elements in a 
conversion decision to accept Jesus Christ and second, common elements shared among 
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the three key evidences of genuine conversion to Jesus Christ (participation in the mind 
of Christ, his community, and his cause). The objectives of the study were to explore, 
collect, identify, and describe the common factors involved in establishing genuine 
conversion to Jesus Christ in the first twenty-four months as a new believer. 
      I have imagined at times what Lewis and Clark must have experienced in 
exploring the new territory of the Louisiana Purchase. The data has been overwhelming, 
the journey long, but the experience rich indeed. As with Lewis and Clark, the stakes of 
the expedition are high. To be given the territory is a blessed gift. To enter the territory 
requires a courageous commitment (faith). To seek to know and understand the territory 
better is to become, in the end, good stewards of the gift. At the end of this journey, as 
with Lewis and Clark, I have the profound realization of my own limited perspective I 
having only survey one small sampling of a very large and diverse territory. 
      To that end let me assert that no greater calling exists than to participate with God 
who is on mission to the world. Evangelism stands at the center of this mission. Nothing 
electrifies the spirit of the Church more than the conversion of lost people. Additionally, 
no greater satisfaction can be found than to witness and participate in the progress of a 
new follower of Jesus Christ. 
Major Findings: Evaluation and Interpretation of the Data 
      The intent of this chapter is to identify the major findings of the study, interpret 
those findings and reflect on those findings from both a biblical theological as well as a 
ministry praxis perspective. I will discuss the limitations of this study as well. 
      Three research questions guided this study. These questions seek to provide 
perspectives regarding the “who,” “what,” “where,” “when” and “how” of the conversion 
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experience in the ministry of VCC. 
Research Question #1: Personal Background Factors  
 What personal background factors are the participants of the focus groups 
bringing to this study? 
      The sample for this study was selected from a population of new converts who 
were, as a whole, defined as “highly committed.” Several factors clearly make this point. 
First the population from which the sample emerged was a group of individuals who had 
publicly declared their faith in Jesus Christ. A public declaration of faith in Jesus Christ 
at VCC for adults entails standing up, usually in a large crowd, walking forward to the 
front of the auditorium (seating capacity 3,100), and signing a data card where a 
declaration of faith is again made and personal data is recorded. Further, this same 
population was comprised of individuals who had attended a six-hour, new members 
class, made the decision to join VCC, and had signed a formal “Statement of Covenant,” 
which among other membership requirements states that members would join a small 
group and participate in ministry. Each person in the population as well as the sample 
was an individual who shared these common factors; therefore, the sample was not 
representative of the whole population of new converts at VCC. Rather, the sample was 
skewed toward new converts who were highly motivated and committed as a group of 
new converts. The sample skewed by design in order that a close examination would be 
made of those for whom conversion seemed to be working. In essence, this study sought 
to examine the “good soil” from the parable of the soils (Matt. 13:1-9; Mark 4:10-12; 
Luke 8:9-10).  
      One further factor also contributed to the highly committed characteristic of the 
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sample. The sample itself was recruited by e-mail sent to the entire population informing 
them of the research project and inviting them to participate (see Appendix I). If 
individuals decided that they would like to be a part of the research, they indicated this 
response by replying to the e-mail and answered four basic questions regarding personal 
spiritual disciplines and their involvement at VCC. This e-mail reply did offer some 
indication of what the topics of inquiry would be for the study. Those answering the  
e-mail tended to be people who were making good progress in discipleship. Therefore, 
the sample that identified itself through the e-mail response represented those motivated 
to surrender to Christ and engage in the faith.  
      This understanding of the sample provides an explanation why some of the focus 
group categories did not fill with participants. Those not experiencing any benefit from 
the conversion event did not respond to the invitation to participate. Evidence for this 
interpretation is found in fact that the focus group categories that had no experience of 
personal transformation as a result of the conversion experience (e.g., #CC, #C#, ##C) 
received no candidates. The evidence strongly suggests that the criteria for identifying 
this population for study and the method of selection for the sample eliminated people 
sharing that characteristic.  
      The one exception to this phenomenon was the eighth category (i.e., ###). This 
category was defined as demonstrating no evidence of transformation in personhood, 
community, or cause. Given the criteria for identifying this population and the method of 
sample selection, it follows that this category should also not fill with participants, yet the 
category did fill. Five individuals actually filled the group, and three participated in the 
focus group. The explanation for this exception is found in the individuals themselves. 
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Two of the participants were unable to attend a focus group. One of these participants had 
not been able to participate in the focus groups because she was the chief caregiver of a 
child with a disability. This single fact was also a contributing factor in prohibiting 
involvement in a small group and a ministry (cause). I can make a speculation for this 
participant not experiencing a personal change. Perhaps her personal circumstances had 
remained the same. Another participant in this group was undergoing a sudden job 
change at the time that this focus group was to convene. As a result she did not 
participate in the focus group. Both of these non-attendees were new Christians within 
the last three to six months where life situations both distracted and, at times, prevented 
them from their new pursuit of Jesus and involvement with the Church. The remaining 
three participants all indicated at the time of the focus group, that they were at the initial 
stages of connecting with the small group experience and ministry. Each of these people 
was a new convert within a six-month period. In the time between agreeing to participant 
in the study and the convening of the focus group these three participants had moved into 
another category. Two explanations are possible. First they were so new to the faith at the 
time of the response card for the study that they had not had adequate time to step fully 
into the Christian faith. A second explanation is that the invitation to the study reminded 
them of their membership commitments and motivated them to honor them.  
      An unforeseen variable intersected the study affecting the sample group. The 
senior pastor at VCC decided to initiate a weekend teaching series on community in order 
to promote small groups. For six weeks the entire church was reminded of the importance 
of community in the life of a disciple and given practical steps to make a connection with 
a small group community. At the very least this teaching series created movement toward 
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involvement in small groups increasing the percentage of those involved. Had this 
teaching series not occurred, other categories that did not have active community as a 
characteristic (i.e., P#C, P##, ##C, and ###), may have had a higher number of 
participants. 
      In summary the sample for this study did allow for the identification of peri-
conversion factors and conversion elements for those individuals who were 
demonstrating progress into a healthy relationship with Jesus Christ and his Church. The 
study sample did not represent those individuals who had stagnated in their journey of 
faith or had fallen away from a relationship with Jesus Christ since their conversion 
experience at VCC.  
Research Question #2: VCC Evangelistic Factors  
 How do new believers at VCC describe the journey toward and experience of 
their conversion?   
      This research question considered issues surrounding the pre-conversion or 
evangelistic process as well as the experience of the conversion event. The motivation 
behind this research question was the assumption that a clear understanding of the 
elements of the evangelistic process and the conversion experience would provide insight 
into why or why not both evidences and the kind of evidence of conversion were present 
or absent within the context of the life and ministry of VCC.   
      Two focus group questions generated this data. The first question asked for the 
elements of personal narrative regarding the elements of evangelism: “What events and 
experiences led you to the realization that you needed God?” The second focus group 
question asked for elements involved in the conversion event itself: “Once you realized 
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that you needed God, what did you do to embrace God?”  
     The first element to emerge from participant’s stories was the presence of prior 
religious background. Of the participants 75 percent began their story by referencing 
their religious background. This is a very telling piece of data. It indicates that for these 
new converts some exposure to religious language and categories existed in their past. 
The prior existence of religious language and faith categories, while greatly varying 
among the participants, did provide some foundation on which to build an evangelistic 
conversation. 
      While religious background was a common factor among the new converts so also 
was religious belief. Of those studied, a little over one-half mentioned a conceptual 
adherence to a belief in God but experienced no difference in their lives as a result of that 
belief. No relational language was used when referring to God. To them God was an idea 
or distant reality that made very little difference to or impact on their daily lives.  
     Of the participants, 31 percent spoke of atheism, agnosticism, or simply did not 
mention any prior religious belief at all. Of that group only one participant or 2 percent of 
the focus group sample specifically identified herself as an agnostic for twenty-five years 
of her life. The remaining 29 percent, or a little over one-fourth of the sample, are those 
who did not speak specifically about a belief in God. They either can be characterized as 
having no belief or such a minimal belief in God that it did not register as important 
enough to include in their pre-conversion story. Perhaps this group of people are those 
that the Apostle Paul refers to in Ephesians 4 as the “ignorant” and those who have “lost 
all sensitivity” (4:18-19). While Paul’s reference to ignorance and insensitivity is applied 
a few verses later to a resulting immorality, it is also used in contrast to the unity of the 
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Church where Christ-centered love results in wholeness, growth.  
      Several implications for evangelism at VCC resulted from this data. First, it 
indicates that the majority of VCC evangelistic work is engaging individuals with prior 
church backgrounds and religious beliefs. The common characteristic of these individuals 
is that they were experiencing no difference in their life as a result of this background or 
knowledge prior to conversion. Equally clear is that when the gospel was presented in a 
clear and relevant message the prior religious language and background became alive and 
assisted in these individuals becoming more responsive to accepting Jesus Christ 
      Second, two areas of gospel relevancy stood out. One is the relational aspect of 
the gospel. Concurrent with the data describing belief in God as “precept” or having 
abandoned the idea of God is language about God that reflects indifference or distance. 
As people continued to be open to the evangelistic process, personal pronouns regarding 
God began to be mentioned such as “I heard God say,” “I sensed God leading me,” or 
“God revealed to me.” This shift from the impersonal to the personal is an indication that 
an appealing aspect of the gospel message is the relational aspect with God and the 
experience of God’s personal touch in people’s lives. This relational aspect of God and 
the sense of close proximity of his personal touch in the evangelistic process have 
enormous appeal. VCC has effectively “mined” this vein of truth in its evangelistic 
efforts throughout its history. Intimacy with or the personal touch of God is valued at 
VCC not only for individual worship experience but also in the preaching of the Word 
and through prophetically speaking truth into others lives. Of those responding 48 percent 
identified experiences where they encountered God personally speaking to them or 
compelling them to respond to the gospel message. Additionally, participants commented 
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about encountering and experiencing the presence of God in others lives and in the 
corporate worship setting. An individual life or corporate environment where people are 
experiencing the presence of God has great appeal evangelistically. 
      Third, the data regarding religious background and religious belief in the lives of 
the new converts in this study challenge some of the statements about evangelism and 
conversion promoted in McKnight’s book, Turning to Jesus: The Sociology of 
Conversion in the Gospels. In this volume McKnight makes a case for three orientations 
to conversion: socialization, liturgical acts, and personal decision (1). Socialization 
represents the process of becoming a Christian “by being nurtured under the sacred 
umbrella of a particular church” (5). Liturgical conversion focuses on participation in 
“key moments and sacramental rituals that are performed by ordained priests empowered 
to dispense grace” (7). From this initial study of evangelism at VCC, the indication is that 
those who have been afforded the experience of Christian socialization and liturgical 
practices have very often left those environments in search for something more. In the 
context of the ministry of VCC these people have found a more relational understanding 
of the gospel characterized by the personal decision for Christ more appealing. Many 
have spoken about how ineffective both socialization and liturgical methods have been in 
encouraging a relationship with God. In the end, all of the new converts in this study 
participated in a public, personal decision to receive Christ. While a personal and public 
decision for Christ is the only method of conversion available at VCC and reflects its’ 
conversion language, many of the participants embraced it enthusiastically having 
experienced the ineffectiveness of the other two. Again, the personal and public decision 
for Christ does reflect the language of conversion promoted at VCC. Similarly, McKnight 
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is also reflecting the language of conversion found on the college campus that served as 
the context for his study. Nevertheless this study suggests that a broader investigation on 
the validity of McKnight’s claim to three orientations of conversion is needed. 
      Finally, even people jaded by prior negative or mixed religious backgrounds are 
still looking for real Christianity. Relevancy worked evangelistically when the teaching 
of the gospel was applied in practical issues of everyday life. The power of relevant 
biblical teaching is particularly true for participants seeking restoration or fulfillment in 
life. All of the participants were seeking one, two, or all three of the following: 
intrapersonal peace, relational healing, and a sense of purpose in their day-to-day 
existence.  
      Intimacy or a personal relationship with God along with the application of the 
gospel to everyday life and relationships are long standing “marks” of the national 
Vineyard movement and continues to be distinguishing factors in the success of 
evangelism at VCC.  
The catalyst for beginning a relationship with God often came from a life crisis. 
The experience of a life crisis also emerged as a strong common factor in the evangelism 
of the study sample. Eighty-three of the participants spoke of a crisis as a motivating 
factor creating greater openness to God or stimulating a greater commitment to act upon 
what they stated they believed about God. In the crisis participants became aware of the 
fact that life was threatening to overwhelm or actually was overwhelming them, thereby 
creating a desperation factor that caused individuals to become aware of their own 
limitations and to seek “something more.” Many spoke of a growing frustration, “[I]s this 
all there is [to life],” and the realization that “there has got to be more.”  
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      The responses dealing with reports of a crisis were divided into three groups: 
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and situational. Intrapersonal crises had to do with issues 
troubling an individual from within such as addictions, depression, thoughts of suicide, 
and troubling memories. Responses concerning intrapersonal crises were the most 
reported category of crisis of the three identified accounting for 63 percent of all reports 
of life crises. Interpersonal crises were those dealing with broken or severely strained 
relationships with spouses, children, friends, or parents. Of the crises 53 percent 
mentioned were in this category. Separation and divorce easily stood out as the most 
reported interpersonal crisis accounting for 66 percent of this subcategory. Situational 
crises, such as a loss of a job or loved one, a pregnancy out of wedlock, a legal matter, or 
academic/athletic problems, accounted for 34 percent of the total crisis responses. 
       Stark, in his book The Rise of Christianity, promotes a theme that one of the 
contributing factors in the evangelistic success of the early Church was that Christians 
were available to people in crisis. Stark identifies two epidemics that swept the Roman 
Empire during the years of the early Church. Stark argues that during this time of crisis 
Christians did three things. First, they offered a more satisfactory explanation of why bad 
things were happening and offered hope for the future. Second, the care that Christians 
offered one another during that cris is was in sharp contrast to the other major religious 
options of that time. Third, crisis disrupts social networks and provides opportunity for 
new attachments to be formed (73-75). Crisis is full of evangelistic opportunity.  
      One of the “take away” issues for evangelism as a result of this study is the 
demonstrated need for personal restoration. Offering the unchurched community recovery 
and support groups with a strong Christocentric message that Jesus can restore a life 
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remains a strong evangelistic strategy for outreach. The promise of freedom resulting 
from restoration is particularly power for people dealing with addictions, depression, 
grief, and divorce. Currently VCC is utilizing this strategy for restoration through the 
large corporate weekend gatherings at worship. Clearly a measure of success in helping 
broken people is occurring during these services. Nevertheless, this strategy will not be 
fully leveraged until restoration is offered particularly to the surrounding community 
through smaller expressions of God’s grace such as the offering of recovery and support 
groups. 
Karl Menninger, in his book What Became of Sin?, speaks about the theological 
idea of sin disappearing from American culture as a statement of human identity and 
condition. Consistent with Menninger’s observation was that an awareness of the reality 
of sin was also missing from the common evangelistic factors in the convert’s story. Of 
the participants 45 percent or almost half talked about the reality or consequences of sin 
but only 7 percent actually talk about it specifically using the word “sin.” No one 
identified him or herself as a “sinner.” About one-fourth of the responses recorded in this 
category referenced  “sin” more in terms of actions (“I did”) that were not “good choices” 
or “bad” rather than in terms of identifying themselves (“I am”) as a sinner (10 percent) 
or in terms of desiring release (“I need”) from feelings of guilt (13 percent).  
      In contrast, participants talked more in terms of life crises and their own 
experiences of intrapersonal and interpersonal pain rather than any pain or offenses they 
had caused others or God. These were people who had hurt themselves or had been hurt 
by others and were looking for help, or they were people who were experiencing a sense 
of emptiness or lack of purpose in their lives and were looking for fulfillment. People 
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tended to talk more about the need for restoration in human relationships or for the need 
to find fulfillment in the here and now rather than in terms of restoration with God. Sin, 
as a category, is a term more familiar in post conversion than those who are being 
evangelized. Sin, as a term or concept, does not seem to have much evangelistic 
effectiveness. 
Also strong among the common evangelistic factors was participant’s awareness 
that they were searching for something more. As a follow-up to the first focus group 
question participants asking for a description of the events and experiences leading to the 
realization that a person needed God, I also asked participants what they were seeking. 
The question was asked when a focus group person initiated the topic of seeking. As the 
results indicate, the issue of seeking came up 100 percent of the time, and I, therefore, 
asked the question of all the participants. The final results indicated that everyone was in 
the search mode. A possible explanation for this occurrence may be due to the focus 
group structure where participants were in each other’s company and able to influence 
one another; nevertheless, all indicated that they had been on a search for something 
more. Some spoke specifically in terms of looking for God. Many spoke of a curiosity 
about God or a desire to find God and establish a relationship with him. Others spoke of 
seeking personal wholeness through greater peace, a sense of being valued, truth, 
forgiveness, and freedom from addictions. Some spoke of finding a greater sense of being 
loved and belonging. Still others spoke of seeking “a life, meaning, and purpose.” 
Interestingly, these areas correspond well with the three evidences of conversion–restored 
personhood, community, and cause–proposed in this study. Regardless of the “what,” 
participants reported a sense of an all-out search in their lives. 
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Of particular note was the search for restored personhood or personal wholeness. 
This area had the highest percentage of response–70 percent. The language of VCC 
emphasizes healing. This high percentage in the category of restored personhood is 
certainly influenced by this community language. This appears to have not only an 
impact for raising hope for the experience of healing but in making an evangelistic appeal 
as well. The promise of personal restoration first appears more effective evangelistically 
that appealing to restoration of community or cause in one’s life.  
The role of a credible witness served as a common factor in the evangelistic 
efforts of VCC. A well-known fact at VCC is that the senior pastor of VCC is an 
effective mass evangelist. Hundreds of people respond to the altar calls issued by him 
throughout the year. What has not been documented is the effectiveness of VCC 
members as credible witnesses throughout their everyday network of relationships. In 53 
percent of the evangelism stories, a VCC member served as a credible witness. This 
credible witness worked existing networks in the workplace, community and from the 
home 76 percent of the time (see Table 4.6 p. 127). The data clearly demonstrate the 
evangelist power of relational networks as people help to bring the kingdom of God to 
others through their everyday witness as empowered by the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:8). The 
evidence of the attractive presence and power of God’s kingdom as encountered through 
the VCC member empowered as a credible witness within their relational network is 
found in the current evangelistic harvest at VCC. 
      Green describes several historic characteristics of the nature of evangelization 
among the early Christians. First, they were ordinary people who were extremely 
confident in the truth of the gospel (xi, 201, 208). The historic continuity to the story of 
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Jesus Christ rang true to them and fostered a deep confidence in its claims. Second, the 
early Christians were passionate and completely persuaded that people would perish 
without the gospel (xiii, 98, 301). Thus, there was a strong commitment and urgency to 
their witness and sharing Christ became their life (172, 294-301). Third, their defense of 
the gospel was sensitive and creative (xiv). They demonstrated flexibility in penetrating 
local and ethnic contexts (137), yet they remained faithful to the core message of the 
gospel. Fourth, the impact of changed lives made for a powerful witness (214-33). Green 
lists several evidences of transformation: a change in personal character, a distinctively 
loving community of believers, and the capacity to face a hostile world (xv). Fifth, high 
demand conversion took place in an ancient context where conversion was unusual (xvi). 
Unqualified allegiance to the one God remained for the early Christian in the face of a 
relativistic and pluralistic environment. Additionally, the “price tag” for admission into 
the kingdom of God was crystal clear: true repentance and faithful obedience to Christ 
(181-83, 186, 188, 199). Finally their methods were strategic (xviii). Early Christians 
employed a variety of methods that included open-air proclamation, personal 
conversations, hospitality of the home, church planting, literary resources (primarily 
Scripture) and reliance on the work of the Holy Spirit (xviii-xxi, 234, 237, 249-250, 270, 
277, 284). 
      Stark, professor of sociology and comparative religion at the University of 
Washington, has also investigated the spread of Christianity in antiquity. In his book The 
Rise of Christianity, Stark proposes that the single most important factor in the growth of 
Christianity was a steady flow of conversions resulting from established social networks 
(20, 55). People literally began sharing the gospel within the established network of 
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existing relationships, such as family and friends, wherever that network was to be found. 
Stark theorizes that the evangelization progress in these social networks was not 
explosive but rather consistent. With a majority of Christians participating the success 
rate grew to perhaps as high as 40 percent within the first decade of the early Church (6). 
As a result the Christian faith expanded steadily over decades of disciples being faithful 
witnesses within their social networks. 
      Related to the above ideas of networks is the practice of hospitality. In her book 
Making Room: Recovering Hospitality as a Christian Tradition, Christine D. Pohl points 
to the ancient practice of hospitality and argues for the return of this practice as a way of 
extending dignity and recognition to people (69-77). The evangelistic point is that caring 
for people who come within a person’s social network by simply ensuring for their 
physical and social needs is a large factor in preparing hearts to be receptive to hear the 
gospel. 
      One additional observation is useful. The percentage of evangelistic involvement 
in a conversion of family or friends at VCC is 50 percent. The national average is 
between 75 to 85 percent. What accounts for the difference? One explanation might be 
that the conversion of children and youth were not included in this study. National studies 
also indicate that the most productive years regarding evangelistic success occur in 
middle and high school. The absence of these populations would account for a drop in the 
percentage where family and friends are involved in a person’s conversion. Further, the 
existing statistics of family and friends involved in evangelism and conversion at VCC 
with adults could be well ahead of the national percentage for adult categories. 
The power of evangelistic networking is historically documented. What receives 
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little attention is the impact that a congregation and a mass evangelist can have in 
combining their evangelistic efforts. In this study a strong correlation was demonstrated 
between the Member witness and Member invite categories and the Teaching/invite 
category. All of these categories registered in the mid-fifty percentile of the total sample. 
More strikingly these categories appeared together in the same story 50 percent of the 
time for the whole sample. In a little over 50 percent of the conversion stories, there 
existed a clear indication of the existence of an evangelistic partnership occurring at 
VCC.  
      This informal partnership between VCC members and the senior pastor regularly 
expresses itself in an evangelistic drama staged in three scenes. In the first scene, VCC 
members, by their day-to-day lives and witness, plow the field and plant the seeds of the 
gospel. Those outside of faith in Christ notice the integrity of their lives, expressed 
through real compassion and the sense of personal peace and life fulfillment.  
      In the second scene, VCC members intentionally invite people in their network to 
attend weekend services at the church. Essentially, they bring those who are broken and 
seeking to VCC. Often people who have experienced healing and an encounter with God 
who bring others.  
      In the final scene, the weekend services come into play. Visitors experience the 
welcome and worship of the VCC corporate church. Primarily, however, they experience 
the effective use of the powerful teaching and evangelistic gifts of the senior pastor. 
These two gifts bring the truth and love of the gospel into the context of the service and 
call not only for pause and consideration of the gospel but also directly call for response. 
In a sense, the senior pastor seeks to “harvest” from the fields where seeds have been 
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planted.  
      Another image of this evangelistic partnership is the game of baseball. The VCC 
member can be likened to the starting pitcher for the team. This member pitches the 
majority of the innings. As the game comes near the end, the relief pitcher is called in to 
“seal” the game. In the role of relief pitcher at VCC is the senior pastor. 
      C. Peter Wagner speaks of three forms of evangelism: presence, proclamation and 
persuasion (“On the Cutting Edge” 532). In the case of these three categories, a 
partnership between VCC member and senior pastor where all three forms of evangelism 
are accomplished. The evangelistic “presence” form most often appears in the day-to-day 
witness of the VCC member. New converts reported “seeing something different” in the 
lives of these Christians. This witness often has persuasive impact as well. When a VCC 
member invites a coworker, friend, or family member to VCC, the church member knows 
that the visitor will experience the gospel proclaimed and a persuasive invitation to 
accept Christ. The evangelistic forms the of proclamation and persuasion in the weekend 
services extend on the evangelistic presence (and sometimes proclamation) in the witness 
of the VCC member utilizing the remaining two forms evangelistic forms named by 
Wagner. This partnership between VCC member and the senior pastor in the weekend 
service is extremely effective. 
      Wagner states that field research indicates that presence and proclamation by 
themselves are less effective. When persuasion is present, effectiveness rises (“On the 
cutting Edge” 533). The data demonstrating evangelistic partnership between member 
and pastor at VCC would indicate that all three aspects of evangelism - presence, 
proclamation and persuasion - are effectively used and account for one of the reasons that 
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VCC has experienced so much evangelistic success.  
 Wagner’s three forms of evangelism, however, still do not capture the 
evangelistic experience being reported in the weekend services at VCC. Neither does it 
fully represent the activity of God in evangelism and conversion. An additional form of 
evangelism is needed called “power evangelism.” John Wimber points out that while in 
Corinth Paul’s “initial work among them … included the idea of power evangelism” 
(Kingdom Evangelism 39). According to Paul this idea of power evangelism including 
the demonstration of the Holy Spirit’s power alongside of the proclamation of the gospel. 
“My speech and my proclamation were not with plausible words of wisdom, but with a 
demonstration of the Spirit and of power, so that your faith might rest not on human 
wisdom but on the power of God” (1 Cor. 2:4-5). Wimber coined the term “power 
evangelism” to describe the evangelistic combination of the truth of God and the 
demonstration of the power of God encountering a person(s) and culminating in 
conversion. Wimber again notes the ministry of Paul:  
It appears that in Corinth Paul combined proclama tion with demonstration, 
as Christ had done throughout his ministry. What we are dealing with here 
is both content (proclamation) a well as context (the situation impregnated 
with God’s mighty presence). The words and works of God were coupled 
in a expression of God’s divine will and mercy, culminating in the 
conversion of individuals and groups. (39) 
 
Power evangelism is a reminder of the work of the Holy Spirit in evangelism and 
conversion. It demonstrates by words and works or, content and context that God’s 
kingdom has come to the world. It also reminds the Church that it is the Holy Spirit who 
initiates and draws people to conversion. The Holy Spirit is active in both the actions of 
brining the kingdom of God to people through demonstrations of power and truth as well 
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as drawing people into the kingdom. Both are evident in the evangelistic work at VCC. 
While not as common a factor in the personal evangelism narratives, the 
awareness of God drawing category showed up at 40 percent. Part of this awareness of 
god drawing was being attracted to the contagious presence of God in the auditorium 
through the activities of worship before the weekend teaching and prayer ministry 
following the teaching. During these times in the weekend service participants reported 
seeing demonstrations of the presence of God as people encountered God in joyful 
worship or experienced manifestations of the Spirit, or received healing through prayer. 
Other participants simply reported that the atmosphere of the auditorium with alive or 
electric with a presence that they named as God. When Jesus was asked by the disciples 
of John the Baptist whether he was the one “who is to come, or shall we look for 
another?” (Luke 7:20). Jesus answered by pointing to his power in curing the sick and 
casting out demons. Missiologist Hiebert writes in his essay, “The Flaw of the Neglected 
Middle,” that God demonstrates his power not only in the cosmic story of creation, sin, 
and redemption or the natural order of things on planet Earth but also in the day-to-day 
issues of life. (Anthropological 198-202) Hiebert’s point is that God still operates in 
power in the midst of day-to-day lives and this has a positive drawing effect of people to 
the kingdom. 
      People also sensed the power of God drawing them toward himself. Jesus states in 
John 6:44 that “no comes to me unless drawn by the Father who sent me.” Additionally, 
the Holy Spirit draws unbelievers, convicts them of sin (John 16:7-11) and then applies 
salvation to the lives of the believers (John 3:5; Eph. 4:30; Tit. 3:5-7). For a portion of the 
participants in this study, the persuasive power of the gospel message was more than the 
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promise of relief from pain (emotional or physical) or a map to a more fulfilling 
existence. The persuasive power of the gospel was found in a growing awareness that 
God was calling them and orchestrating events and individuals to deliver his message of 
salvation.  
      Part of the heritage of VCC and the Vineyard movement is a core belief that the 
Holy Spirit empowers its ministry. This belief at VCC is more than just lip service, it is 
an expectation in all areas of ministry. Because of the faithful expectation of God’s Spirit 
in ministry at VCC, the expectation is that new converts will recall a strong sense of God 
drawing them through a demonstration of healing and prophetic power. Reliance on the 
power of the Holy Spirit to effect change in people’s lives through the full range of 
spiritual gifts available to the body of Christ opens up opportunity for evangelism. 
Disciples attune to the work of the Holy Spirit understand that evangelistic opportunity 
comes about less from skills and technique than by interpreting the power of God as 
people are encountering it. Sadly this element appears unique to VCC’s evangelistic 
approach among other evangelical churches. 
 A smaller group of participants, or 48 percent, recalled a season of personal 
resistance or a difficulty of embracing the gospel. These individuals indicated resistance 
to the evangelistic process including up to the moment of decision. Several factors 
account for the resistance: pride, fear of the unknown, a willful embrace of old habits, 
and a sense of unworthiness. In all cases the participants did make a decision to surrender 
themselves to Jesus Christ. Nevertheless, the presence of resistance as a factor is a stark 
reminder of the need to present intentionally the claims of Christ, to seek to persuade, and 
then to ask clearly for a decision to be made when the Holy Spirit indicates that the time 
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is ripe for a response. 
Missing from the evangelistic factors is evangelism done by small groups. Small 
groups are a core value and ministry structure for VCC. It is widely promoted, and a great 
amount of resources are dedicated to small group development and health. One of the 
evidences of conversion that should be in evidence by virtue adherence to the 
membership covenant is participation in Christian community through small groups. 
More will be said regarding small groups as an indication that genuine conversion has 
occurred later in this chapter. For now evangelism through small groups is conspicuously 
absent from the evangelistic stories of the participants. The absence of small groups in 
the work of evangelism remains as an untapped resource in the evangelistic ministry of 
the church, and this reality perhaps accounts for why some new converts struggle to get 
connected in community following their conversion to Christ. If a small group were 
involved in the evangelistic process, a higher percentage of VCC member involvement in 
evangelism would follow. 
     Further, given the amount of personal crises occurring in the lives of new 
converts, an assessment can be made that recovery groups have strong outreach and 
evangelistic potential. The current situation regarding recovery groups is that few exist, 
and when they do, they have not been trained or tasked with evangelism.  
      What also did not show up was a clear correlation between children bringing 
adults to church. In a 2003 Leading Your Church Forward report by Barna, the claim was 
made that by the age of nine, two out of three children have accepted Christ. These 
children “tell their parents about Christ and bring their parents to church” (21). Given this 
data by Barna, a portion of the sample would have reflected a profile of a parent who had 
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come to church because of involvement with Christ and his Church. The reality of this 
sample was that only .025 percent were introduced to VCC and, subsequently, the church 
through the children’s ministry. The conclusion to be drawn is that children’s ministry 
had no effect on adult conversions. The only reason for this fact is that conversions to 
Christ appear to be happening within existing families in the congregation and not 
attracting unchurched families outside of the church.     
Research Question #2: Elements of the Conversion Event 
Focus group question two requested the elements involved in each person’s 
experience of the conversion event. It simply asked, “Once you realized that you needed 
God, what did you do to embrace God?” At times the participants interpreted this 
question in terms of what they were currently doing as Disciples of Christ. In these 
occurances I redirected them to the moment of decision, or the “tipping point” decision, 
where they formally and publicly named Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. When the 
question was understood in these terms, people talked about both the actions that they 
took and their thoughts and feelings in those decisive moments.  
      When coding participants’ responses, I found myself struggling to allow the data 
to speak for itself. Typical evangelical categories for salvation that have been a part of 
my vocabulary and ministry for decades kept asserting themselves. This struggle is a 
reminder of the power of language in daily life. In the end I elected to work with the list 
of conversion elements outlined in Chapter 2 in the section entitled, “Language That 
Enables Conversion.” These elements of conversion were belief in Jesus Christ, 
repentance, trust in Jesus Christ, transfer of allegiance, baptism, reception of the gift of 
the Spirit, incorporation into Christian community, and engagement in the mission of the 
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kingdom. The data suggested the addition of two more categories: “admission of need,” 
and “struggle experienced.” 
This category received the second most frequent number of responses. 60 percent 
of the participants spoke in terms of having a “life” need beyond their individual 
resources. At times participants expressed this need as a “desperate” need or as a 
“coming to the end.” This percentage of response is not surprising given the 83 percent of 
the focus group sample who also spoke of a recent crisis experience in their lives. People 
were making a commitment to Jesus Christ because they could figure out how to repair 
their lives or for that matter how to live life.  
     In contrast only one person out of forty spoke of need in terms of “eternal 
assurance.” Typical of traditional approaches to evangelism and the conversion in the 
past have placed great emphasis on this assurance issue. While assurance for eternity may 
still be an issue for many, it was not the presenting issue in the moment of decision for 
Jesus Christ. Participants were saying that the chief question was not, “What happens to 
me after death?” but “How do I live life today?” 
      In John 14:6 Jesus states, “I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to 
the Father except through me.” Perhaps no one statement sums up the need participants 
were expressing more than this statement. New converts were people with life needs. 
They were confused and did not know the “way” in which to direct and manage their 
lives. They were people who were looking for something “real.” Truth was what they 
were seeking and the pursuit of truth continually attracted them to the good news of Jesus 
Christ. Finally, they were sensing and experiencing their lives evaporate like a mist 
before their very eyes. They were seeking life not primarily for eternity but for today. 
    
  
  Van Dop 168 
   
 
Many were asking, “Is there a second chance for me?” Like the parable of the lost son 
(Luke 15:11-32), they were wondering whether they could go home again. 
      Their admission of need was not in formal theological terms of “I am a sinner,” 
but simply, “I am not enough” or “I need help.” This admission points to the recognition 
that the great American value of self-sufficiency and independence was not working. It 
represents an initial response in reaching out to God with the hope that he would show 
them the way out of addictive patterns and broken relationships and overwhelming life 
circumstances. The action of reaching out to God indicates a hope that he would speak 
truth in their lives as well as restore their life itself. 
This was the leading category of response. Eighty-eight percent of the focus 
group participants specifically used the word “trust,” or spoke in terms of  “surrender,” 
or allowing God to lead them or change them.   
      Interpersonal trust is developed over time where the each party has demonstrated 
worthiness of the other’s investment of trust. I found it strange to hear participants talking 
about placing trust in God. Given the amount of interpersonal brokenness in their lives, 
the logical consequence would be that these people would have a serious disability to 
trust anyone, including God. Indeed, several talked about a long cautious approach to 
God before they responded with a willingness to trust. 
      My conclusion is that two factors enabled them to overcome the “distrust factor.” 
The first of these two factors was the presence of a “credible witness.” Participants 
literally “rode the coattails” of a relationship with Christian brothers or sisters who had 
consistently demonstrated themselves as people worthy of trust into a trusting 
relationship with God. The “credit” won through a faithful Christian friend, coworker, or 
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family member demonstrating Christ in the world became the down payment of trust in 
their lives enabling them to begin to trust Jesus Christ.  
      The existence of a credible witness building trust came not only from individual 
lives but also from the corporate life of VCC as well. Of the participants, 58 percent 
spoke of the hospitality, worship, teaching, and service to the community as elements 
demonstrating a faith that where actions were consistent with words. Essentially, the 
witness of the VCC behaving like the Church communicated integrity to seekers and 
enabled trust with VCC to develop. Again, I believe a factor in risking trust in Jesus 
Christ is found in VCC being a credible witness to Christ in the life of the seeker.  
In addition to the credible witness contribution is the work of the Holy Spirit in 
enabling trust. In order to put this point together I needed to return again to the 
evangelistic narrative categories in Table 4.5 (see p. 126). Several aspects of this data are 
worth further reflection with the Holy Spirit in mind. First, the Crisis category was 
identified in 83 percent of the conversion narratives. Many people talked in terms of pain, 
anxiety, and an absence of peace in the midst of crisis. Second, the data showed that the 
credible witness often stepped into the crisis scenario. Participants also reported the 
presence of a credible witness 65 percent of the time. This credible witness brought not 
only a consistent witness of strong character and integrity, clearly articulating faith in 
Jesus Christ, but also the very presence of the Holy Spirit. Participants noted the presence 
of the Holy Spirit in the lives of the credible witness 30 percent, or nearly one-third of the 
time. Observing the presence of the Ho ly Spirit was not only a new concept to many of 
the participants but also a new experience. Most participants had some intellectual or 
conceptual framework regarding religion and God. What participants need and did not 
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have prior to their conversion was the presence of God’s transforming power in their 
lives. Of the study participants 48 percent talked about experiencing the presence of the 
Holy Spirit during the weekend services, most often occurring when they believed the 
senior pastor was speaking directly to them or during prayer ministry time. The teaching 
and prayer ministry, often an experience central to people experiencing personal healing, 
had a powerfully personal and transforming effect in their lives. Finally, when the 
invitation to accept Jesus Christ was offered, 40 percent of the focus group sample spoke 
of experiencing God drawing them.  
What enabled trust in God was an encounter with actual people whose very lives 
genuinely testified of being restored through faith in Jesus Christ and through the 
ongoing experience of the presence of the Holy Spirit in individuals and in the body of 
Christ at VCC. These factors moved conversion from an intellectual exercise to an 
experiential one building a capacity for seekers to risk trust in Jesus Christ for 
themselves.  
The reality of the conversion event for many was that it also entailed a period of 
struggle to trust Jesus to make them into a “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17) was ongoing and 
very real. Of the participants 45 percent spoke of a struggle with the doubt that God was 
real or they simply reported that they resisted God’s call for a period of time. This 
struggle showed up in all of the focus group categories. The struggle can be characterized 
into two categories. First, personal struggle was often described as a battle to let go of the 
idea of self-sufficiency. The underlying issue here is a struggle with personal pride. 
Participants talked about feeling embarrassed about the public call to faith in Jesus Christ 
or simply that their pride got in the way of accepting the first and sometimes second 
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invitation to receive Jesus. The second factor in the struggle to accept Jesus was the 
overwhelming sense of unworthiness or shame. In essence people had a difficult time 
getting past the idea that “if you really knew me how could you love me.” This issue of 
acceptability involved not only other people but in particular God. Many felt that they 
had forfeited their chance. 
The numbers tabulated in Table 4.8 (see p. 130) reporting response percentages 
also point to the kind of language used in the answering focus group question two. People 
tended not to talk in terms of concepts but about conversion in the language of 
experiences. The language emphasis on experiences is demonstrated in the kind of 
categories that were used in contrast to those with lower responses. The “admission of 
need,” “trust in Jesus Christ,” “struggle experienced,” and “church incorporation” were 
the leading categories and reflected descriptions of the conversion event that were 
experiential. Categories that were conceptual (e.g., belief in Jesus) that reflected 
theological ideas better understood as a mature believer (e.g., repentance, received the 
Holy Spirit) or that reflected the “next step” for the disciple (e.g., baptism) did not draw 
as many responses. I believe that the data are establishing the point that people are not 
interested primarily in intellectual perspectives on God or getting their doctrine straight. 
They are interested in experiencing something new in their present lives. In particular, 
they are interested in establishing real relational connections with God through Jesus 
Christ. This interest expresses itself in the experiential language of relationship and 
power. Both of these themes of relationship with God and the power of God for 
restoration and daily living are hallmarks of the Vineyard movement. 
Several traditional evangelical conversion elements were not mentioned or did 
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not capture a substantial percentage of the responses. Foremost in this reflection is the 
limited use of the concept of repentance. In less than one out of four participants did the 
word “repentance” or the biblical concept of both a turning from (metanoia) and a turning 
toward (epistrepho) get mentioned. Even in this “highly committed” sample, people were 
not putting the experience of “turning away” and “turning toward” together with the 
language of repentance. Nevertheless, evidence of individuals leaving the old life and 
entering a new life was demonstrated. I believe that the issue a stake here is that new 
converts have not learned the “language” at this point in their relationship with Jesus 
Christ.  
      Baptism also was not reported. I believe that the reason behind this observation is 
that participants were responding to a question that implied a time frame of the altar call 
and nothing more. I believe that the structure of the question didn’t encourage a response 
that would have included baptism at a later date.       
Research Question #3: Evidence of Conversion in Post-Conversion Experience 
 
 What other factors do new believers at VCC recognize/describe that strengthen 
their initiation as followers of Jesus Christ? 
      This research question considered evidence of conversion in participants’ post-
conversion experience. The motivation behind this research question was to identify clear 
evidence of genuine conversion and to compare this evidence with expectations for 
discipleship in the VCC membership covenant (see Appendix A, particularly statements 
3, 4, and 7). 
      Two focus group questions generated this data. The third focus group question 
asked for statements of personal transformation, which indicated genuine conversion: 
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“What two or three changes (i.e., values, beliefs, behaviors, relationships, attitudes, or 
healings) have taken place in your life since you placed your trust in Jesus Christ? Please 
name them. The fourth focus group question asked for events and activities that had 
assisted growth as a disciple: “What two or three events/activities at VCC that have been 
helpful in your growth as a follower of Jesus Christ? Please name them.” 
This precipitating question that initiated this study was simply, “What are the 
evidences of genuine conversion?” The assumption of genuine conversion is that if a 
person becomes a new creation in Christ that he or she would reflect the reality of this 
new creation as evidenced by positive life change. Walter Conn, in his book Christian 
Conversion: A Developmental Interpretation of Autonomy and Surrender, has the same 
expectation. “Authentic Christian conversion demands that one see, feel, and act in a new 
way” (208). Fowler, in his book Becoming Adult, Becoming Christian, offers a similar 
view of conversion as an “ongoing process” (140) where positive change continues to 
emerge. Fowler writes that genuine conversion is evidenced by a “realign[ing] of our 
affections, virtues and power away from ourselves and toward the Almighty” (140). The 
data suggested several kinds of positive changes in the lives of the new converts.  
Substantial percentages were documented in each of the areas of personhood 
(100), community (45), and cause (37) to support the theory that genuine conversion 
would demonstrate itself in all three areas. Further, all five operating focus group 
categories reflected some level of response in each of the three areas. My conclusion of 
the study is that the areas of positive change in personhood, community, and cause are 
indeed valid areas in a person’s life to observe positive change and document evidence of 
genuine conversion.  
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      The final focus group question also validated the three areas of restoration as 
credible evidences of genuine conversion. The fifth focus group question asked, “Is there 
anything else about your story of faith in Jesus Christ that you would like to share?” The 
responses were evaluated according to the three areas of restoration and a general 
subcategory as well. All categories collected responses. Again most notable was the 
personhood category. Of the participants 82 percent responded in this category. The 
indication again is that restoration begins in personhood for the new convert. At far lower 
levels were the community and cause categories at 17 percent. The other category that 
spoke of a wide range of issues concerning the Christian life scored 35 percent or 
represented a little more than one-third of the participants’ responses. 
      The idea behind using a general question as the concluding question in the focus 
groups was that what was most important would be identified. An encouraging result of 
the study is that the three proposed evidences of conversion were supported by the 
concluding remarks of the focus group participants.  
The data also strongly suggested a pattern or sequence of change through these 
three areas in the life of the new convert. The study indicates that the sequence of change 
for all focus group categories with the exception of focus group ### that change began 
with personhood, then progressed to community, and concluded with cause. The pattern 
can be likened to concentric circles of change or restoration. The center circle is 
personhood where change initiates in an individual. The next circle is community where 
half of the participants also were experiencing positive change. The final circle was 
engagement in the cause of Christ. This area represented a little more than a third of the 
responses for all activated focus groups. This pattern may also be the case for Focus 
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Group ###. Since I interviewed only three participants not enough statistical evidence 
was available to draw a conclusion that this group is indeed very different from the 
others. Nevertheless, focus group ### is the only group not to have any candidates who 
experienced personal transformation of some kind. In all other cases in the study where 
individuals did not experience any positive change in the area of personhood, the group 
failed to fill (e.g., #CC, #C#, ##C). Note that this group was a group who began to 
engage in small group activity and ministry in the middle of the study.  
 Within each of the three areas of change–personhood, community, and cause–a 
number of subcategories were developed further describing where restoration began. The 
strongest percentage of response indicated the strongest areas of change. Within the 
community and cause categories “behavioral” change seemed the strongest. This 
behavior change was not the leading area of transformation in the personhood category. 
In this category both “attitude” and “healing” categories outscored behavioral 
subcategory. The explanation for the differences between personhood and the two 
remaining categories of community and cause may be explained in that many of the 
participants were aware of existing crisis of an interpersonal and interpersonal. Most of 
these issues directly related to a deficit or need in the area of personhood. Note that every 
participant spoke of change occurring in the personhood area. Essentially all participants 
were aware of the need for change in this area, therefore when restoration happened in 
personhood there was large change that occurred within a number of categories such as 
attitudes, values, behaviors and healings. The two remaining categories of community 
and cause are different in that the need for change is not as readily apparent. Both 
connecting regularly with other Christians in community and giving voluntarily of self to 
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others goes against established American cultural values of self-sufficiency and self-
centeredness. While these two categories of community and cause did provide evidence 
of restoration and change, they probably reflect the reality that participants have heard 
clearly that these are membership expectations at VCC rather than recognition of real 
need in their lives. In other words, the results are more mixed in identifying people’s 
motivation in these categories than in the category of restored personhood.  
      The fourth focus group question, “What two or three events and/or activities at 
VCC have been helpful to you in your growth as a follower of Jesus Christ?” sought to 
identify evidence of genuine conversion through the actions of new converts. Because the 
question specified VCC as the context for these events and activities, they tended to be 
related to interpersonal interactions rather than solitary spiritual disciplines that are also 
appropriate activities for the new Christians. 
      Another source of this information was from question eight from the “Turning to 
Jesus: Profile Data of Recent Converts” questionnaire (see Appendix C). This 
questionnaire was used in the beginning of the focus groups prior to the five interview 
questions. Question eight asked, “What are the five most important ways that you relate 
to other Christians (example: worship, small groups, etc.)? Please list them from the most 
important to the least important.” A possible five answers for each participant were 
generated indicating different levels of importance.  
      Small groups emerged as the leading activity in the life of the new convert. The 
forth focus group question registered 92 percent response in the small group category. 
The pre-focus group questionnaire did not have anyone neglect small groups. A problem 
with this questionnaire exists in that it may have prompted the participants to use small 
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groups since they used it as an example.  
      The emergence of small groups as a leading activity indicates that new converts 
understand the priority of participating in community at VCC through small groups. Of 
the two numbers, the 92 percent is the more credible number since due to the fact that no 
prompting was involved in presenting the question. 
      Community was also affirmed in the strong response to weekend services. Both 
the fourth focus group question and the pre-focus group questionnaire registered the same 
at 90 percent. The indication here is that participation in corporate worship services is 
highly valued as part of people’s involvement in community. What these questions failed 
to distinguish is the role the senior pastor’s teaching plays in choosing this event in 
contrast to the corporate worship experience. Exactly how to understand and categorize 
this event is difficult. For this study I categorized it with community experience 
understanding regular attendance at weekend services as evidence of restored 
community. Nevertheless, many would undoubtedly speak to benefits received in this 
context that played a role in restoring personhood as well. In the end this category is still 
quite vague and difficult to interpret.  
      Also highly valued was the influence that life-on-life relationships had in the new 
convert’s life. Both sources of information registered an 82 percent response from the 
focus group participants. An 18 percent difference emerged between the small group 
score and the focus group interview question and only a 10 percent difference between 
the small group score from the pre-focus group profile data. Clearly one-to-one or life-
on- life relationships exercise a great influence. 
      If positive change is being sought in the life of the new convert, the life-on- life 
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mentoring relationship cannot be overlooked as a prime tool in helping to shape the life 
of a new Christian and encourage growth in discipleship.  
      Currently, this resource is not being utilized effectively in the follow up 
programming of VCC for new converts. Where life-on- life is occurring it is happening 
informally and this informality is arguably the best way for these relationships to form. 
From the data life-on-life relationships is also happening frequently. A question that 
emerges from this data is what role, if any, small groups play in helping to form these  
life-on-life relationships. Conversely, the volume of new converts almost assures that at 
least some do not have this kind of personal relationship and would benefit greatly from a 
mentoring relationship if given the option.  
      The percentage of response dropped sharply in the VCC ministry or cause 
category. In the pre-focus group questionnaire, the response dropped seventeen 
percentage points to a response rate of 65 percent. In the focus group interview, the drop 
was more severe. Here the difference was forty percentage points. The indication of the 
data is that this area of discipleship is far less developed among the new converts. While 
some spoke openly about how important this area was in forming their Christian life, they 
were in the minority, and the difference between the evidence of community versus the 
evidence of cause in a young Christian is large. The development of this area of the 
disciple trails far behind the establishment of small groups, this is not surprising since the 
guidance for new converts at VCC emphasizes small groups far above involvement in 
cause.  
      The story of the role of discipleship classes at VCC is one of a dramatic 
percentage drop as well. In the pre-focus group questionnaire, the difference from VCC 
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cause to discipleship classes is 50 percentage points. In the focus group interview, the 
difference between the two is only 20 percentage points. In part the lower percentage is 
due to a lower percentage of response as well. 
      In summary, the data from the priority tables for each one of the categories 
identified through focus group question four indicates that the order by which these 
activities are listed is indeed reflective of the level of priority that the participants placed 
on that event/activity; therefore, 80 percent placed small groups as either first or second 
priority. Weekend services scored the majority of its responses (55 percent) as either 
second or third priority. One-to-one relationships also registered 40 percent collectively 
between the third or fourth priority. The two strongest percentages in the VCC cause 
responses, 17 and 15 percent or 32 percent total, registered as third and fifth priorities. 
The study did not pursue further analysis on the remaining categories of “Discipleship” 
and “Other.” 
      Therefore, there was a decreasing correlation between the percentage of response 
and the lower level of priority as the list of categories progressed in the responses. This 
would be as expected. The first answers would be the strongest answer of an individual 
and, thus, reflect a higher priority. The more answers offered a participant, the lower the 
percentage of response and the lower the level of priority.  
      Another way of evaluating what is occurring in the data as the categories progress 
lower in the percentage of response is that the reality of diminishing discretionary time 
plays a bigger role. In other words, people have a limited amount of time to invest in 
events and activities at the church in a given week. People involved in weekend service, a 
small group and perhaps keeping up with a Christian friend, do not have much available 
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time left. Either the cause of the kingdom is an engagement into which the new Christian 
grows at some point beyond the time frame of this study or the cause of the kingdom is 
one slot too far down the list given the time availability of the average new Christian.  
      Again the data from these two sources point to a pattern of maturing that moves 
from restored personhood to restored community and finally to restored ministry. 
Contributions to Research Methodology 
      Several contributions were made to research methodology. Although this study is 
focused on a specific ministry location, Vineyard Church of Columbus, Ohio, these 
contributions have value to conversion research in general. I believe that one of the best 
results from this study is these contributions to ongoing research. 
      First is the contribution of the term “peri-conversion.” Much of the literature does 
not clearly distinguish between evangelism and conversion. Conversion itself is a very 
complex concept encompassing issues of process and event and falling under the 
theological terms of justification and sanc tification. The term “peri-conversion,” meaning 
around conversion, creates a concept that distinguishes the processes of conversion both 
before and after the event of conversion. Peri-conversion, as a new concept, certainly has 
practical application to the justification aspect of salvation but may have less usefulness 
in understanding ongoing conversion in terms of sanctification. 
      A second contribution is the identification of three areas of evidence following 
conversion to Christ: personhood, community, and cause. These three evidences were 
understood and developed from a theology of the Trinity where the true meaning of 
personhood, community, and cause (mission) originate and are defined. Wagner also 
talked about true conversion demonstrated itself in a commitment “not only to Jesus 
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Christ, but also to the body of Christ” (“On the Cutting Edge,” 532). John Wimber, 
founder of the Vineyard movement, talked about three conversions: to Christ, 
community, and cause. I have amended this phrase to state more precisely that the first 
and primary conversion is to Jesus Christ (justification). Following that conversion I have 
recognized and defined ongoing conversion (sanctification) not only in terms of 
community and cause (mission) but in “personhood” as well. Additionally, this study has 
used the word “restored” to reflect the biblical story of paradise lost and regained. I 
believe that these evidences are consistent with biblical theology and are major markers 
for the healthy Christian life. Consequently, these three evidences also serve as useful 
categories for further study in determining genuine conversion to Jesus Christ 
(justification) and for assessing ongoing conversion (sanctification) in the life of the 
disciple. 
      Related to the three evidences of conversion–restored personhood, restored 
community, and restored cause–is the development of a model depicting the eight 
possible combinations of these three evidences in the life of a professed new convert (see 
Figure 1.1 p. 18). From a theoretical viewpoint, the identification of these eight 
possibilities and the development of two possible models of these eight combinations (see 
Figures 1.1 and 1.2 pp. 18-19) are transferable constructs that can be studied by other 
researchers to examine their validity.   
Limitations and Weaknesses of the Study 
      This study is limited to the mission and life of VCC. The limitations of a specific 
region, culture, ministry philosophy, and the unique evangelistic gifting of the senior 
pastor, other pastors, and congregation mean that the information cannot be used in a 
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more generalized context. Indeed, the evangelism success of VCC is in part a product of 
over ten years of instilling the value and modeling the practice of evangelism at every 
possible level. Therefore, the results acquired and analyzed through this study do not 
necessarily describe other regions, cultures, churches, or denominations. Neither do the 
results predict evangelistic effectiveness for other ministry contexts. 
      Another limitation of this study is that the sample represented the “committed” 
new converts. These individuals had made not only a public commitment to Jesus Christ 
but had attended a new members class and joined the church by signing VCC’s Statement 
of Covenant. The study of this population was useful in understanding the “who,” 
“where,” “why,” and “how” of the people who were “on the move” with Jesus Christ. 
The study does not examine those who are stuck in their new journey of faith or those 
who have quickly fallen away.  
      Still another limitation is that the sample of this study was predominantly 
Caucasian. Racial diversity in the sample was only 12 percent. Of that number 7 percent 
were African-American and 5 percent were Hispanic. While the minority population of 
the sample does approximate the percentage of minorities in the congregation, not 
enough data was accumulated to generalize the results to these people groups. 
      A weakness in this study occurred in structuring the fourth focus group question: 
“What two or three changes have occurred in your life since you placed your trust in 
Jesus Christ?” The question really speaks to the change in a person’s worldview. As a 
result the study would have been better served had I used the standard defined categories 
(i.e., belief, feelings, values) for understanding worldview when coding the raw data. The 
lack of clear definitions for beliefs, feelings, values, and behaviors as subcategories for 
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personhood, community, and cause suggests a lack of consistency in tabulating that level 
of data. 
      Finally, as with any research that is narrative based, a greater statistical 
probability of error and inaccuracy exists due to the fact that the research data was 
collected and quantified based on subjective evaluation and interpretation.   
Unexpected Findings 
      As strong as the biblical teaching is at VCC, I expected to hear more of the term 
of sin shared in the narrative studies of the focus group sample. The absence of the term 
sin was previously noted in the discussion. 
      I did not expect to find the large percentage of people who were coming to VCC 
and considering Jesus Christ who had recently or were currently experiencing a life crisis. 
The people who are looking for God at VCC were generally people who are experiencing 
pain in their lives. Again, the reputation of VCC as a healing community attracts a large 
percentage of people in crisis who were becoming open to accepting Jesus Christ. 
      I was pleasantly surprised to see such a strong correlation between the witness of 
VCC members and their willingness to invite people to church with the weekend 
worship, teaching and prayer ministry time. The existence of this partnership is an 
encouraging report to those who have been training and deploying people in evangelism 
at the church. 
      Additionally, I was surprised to see the workplace as so productive 
evangelistically. The workplace is becoming the contemporary equivalent to the 
“neighborhood” of the past. The workplace is a major context where relationships are 
being formed and where relational evangelism is bearing fruit. 
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      Finally, I was surprised not to find the theology and practice of empowered 
ministry having a larger influence on evangelism. Empowered ministry, characterized by 
signs and wonders, just was not the factor that I expected it to be. Perhaps the practice of 
this kind of ministry is eroding at VCC. If it is, this erosion is a real concern since 
empowered ministry is part of the “DNA” of VCC and the Vineyard movement. 
Recommendations for Further Study 
      McKnight makes the claim in his book, Turning to Jesus: The Sociology of 
Conversion in the Gospels, that three orientations to conversion exist: socialization, 
liturgical, and personal decision (1). His claim from a study of the Gospels and nineteen 
conversion stories is that all three are valid. I believe that the particular population at the 
college campus where he teaches heavily influences his conclusions. Further research 
would be helpful in examining whether his study of the Gospels is accurate and whether 
these three orientations are valid in the greater Christian Church.  
      In a related area, this study noted John Lofland and Norman Skonovd’s Six 
Conversion Motifs (see Appendix F). Further study could be conducted regarding which 
of the six motifs are represented in the conversions occurring at VCC. Certainly a number 
of conversions that could best be described by the “experiential” motif. Additionally, the 
“mystical” motif sparks curiosity given the empowered theology of the Vineyard 
movement. 
      The population for this study came from the “committed” within the 
congregation. These were the people who already demonstrated genuine conversion in 
that they had not only made a decision for Jesus Christ but had also attended a new 
members class and had signed VCC’s Statement of Covenant. Therefore, further study 
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would be useful in understanding conversion experiences of those who have stalled in 
their faith journey or simply walked away. These are the people who are representative of 
the shallow and thorny soil referenced in Matthew 13. Specifically, this study should be 
conducted within the same three evidences of conversion structure. 
      Further study is warranted in the areas related to evangelism resulting in 
conversion such as the impact of altar call frequency to conversion rate, the role of 
persuasion used in altar calls, the role of pain and crisis in evangelism, and the role of 
religious background in evangelism effectiveness.  
      Another area for investigation is the use of language in negotiating the conversion 
event. For instance, is the biblical language of sin and repentance effective terminology 
for the individual. 
 Finally, conversion at VCC is largely experienced on an individual level. 
Nevertheless, instances are regularly recorded where a married couple will 
simultaneously accept Jesus Christ publicly. Further, several conversion records indicate 
instances when an entire family has stepped forward to receive Christ. These instances of 
group or family conversions are reminiscent of family conversions in the Acts of the 
Apostle (16:15, 31). What accounts for these group decisions, and does this type of 
conversion occur more frequently with different ethnic or racial peoples? 
Summary 
      In John 3, Jesus has a conversation with Nicodemus where he instructs the 
Pharisee that in order to have the life that he is seeking and that Jesus is offering he must 
“be born from above” (3:3, 7). Jesus’ notion of such a conversion appears impossible to 
Nicodemus, and he struggles to understand of what exactly Jesus is speaking. 
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      What appeared to Nicodemus as impossible is not only possible but exactly what 
scores of people are seeking and experiencing at VCC. The desire for new life, 
characterized by a sense of peace, power, and purpose, is witnessed week by week by 
those who are broken by life or desperate for something more. 
      Introducing the seekers at VCC to something new is not difficult. Addressing 
their life needs and taking seriously their sincere desire to find God who is relevant for 
their lives today and not simply doing religious activities has resulted in evangelistic 
success. What is difficult is raising these new converts into maturity as disciples of Jesus 
Christ. What this study has pointed out is that strong relational ties with individual 
Christians and strategic partnerships with the greater ministry of the local church are 
necessary for not only the proclamation and persuasion toward conversion but through 
the ongoing process of conversion as well. In this journey the evidences of restored 
personhood, restored community, and restored cause are valid markers for the growing 
disciple. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
VINEYARD COLUMBUS’ COVENANT OF FAITH AND MEMBERSHIP 
 
Seven Specific Commitments: 
 
1. Committed to Vineyard Columbus’ Statement of Faith. 
· Orthodox 
· Evangelical 
· Empowered Evangelical 
2. Committed to Vineyard Columbus’ statements, our strategy, and our structure. 
3. Committed to staying in touch with Jesus. By joining Vineyard, you are saying 
you are born again by God’s Spirit (John 3:3) and are committing yourself to 
continued spiritual growth.  
4. Committed to being a minister and being a part of at least one ministry here in 
Vineyard Columbus. Pastors are not called to be the ministers in the New 
Testament. According to Ephesians 4:12, pastors, along with apostles, prophets 
and evangelists, have the job of equipping or training the saints. Note: All 
members of Vineyard Columbus agree to some level of care for our children. 
5. Committed to follow the leadership set by the Pastors and Church Council of the 
Vineyard. 
6. Committed to substantial and regular financial giving to support the work of 
Vineyard Columbus. All leaders are asked to tithe to the church. 
7. Committed to attend weekend worship services and a weekly small group. 
 
Vineyard Church of Columbus 
©  2002 Columbus, Ohio 
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APPENDIX B 
 
TURNING TO JESUS: PRE-FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONNAIRE  
 
1. Are you currently staying in touch with Jesus through a regular (3x weekly or more) 
spiritual discipline (i.e., Bible reading, prayer, fasting, meditation, solitude, 
simplicity) and/or regular attendance (2x monthly) at our weekend worship?  Yes or 
No 
2. Are you currently seeing evidence of spiritual growth, healing, and relational 
restoration in your life? Yes or No 
3. Are you currently involved on a monthly basis with at least one ministry here at 
Vineyard Columbus? Yes or No 
4. Do you attend a Vineyard small group?  Yes or No  
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APPENDIX C 
 
TURNING TO JESUS: PROFILE DATA OF RECENT CONVERTS 
 
Focus Group Number _____     Case Number _____ 
1. Date of Birth            /        .  (mos/yr)                
  
2. Gender – (please check one) 
o 1.   Male    
o 2.   Female 
 
3. Marital Status  (please check one) 
o 1.   Single   
o 2.   Married  
o 3.   Divorced 
 
4. Do you have children?  (please check one) 
o 1.   Yes   
o 2.   No 
 
(if yes, please list the ages of the children) 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
5. Ethnicity   (please check one): 
o 1.   American Indian/Alaska Native  
o 2.   Asian 
o 3.   Black or African American   
o 4.   Hispanic 
o 5.   Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander 
o 6.   White     
o 7.   Some other race  (please list ________________________) 
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6. Education–(please check highest earned degree):  
o 1.   Less than 8th Grade    
o 2.   High School   
o 3.   College–Associate’s Degree (2 yr)  
o 4.   College–Bachelor’s Degree (4 yr)   
o 5.   Graduate–Master’s Degree  
o 6.   Graduate–Doctorate Degree 
o 7.   Graduate–Post-Doctorate Study   
 
7. Employment–(please check one):  
o 1.   Utilities       
o 2.   Construction       
o 3.   Manufacturing      
o 4.   Wholesale Trade       
o 5.   Retail Trade       
o 6.   Transportation and Warehousing   
o 7.   Information      
o 8.   Finance and Insurance     
o 9.   Real Estate and Rental and Leasing   
o 10. Public Administration      
o 11. Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 
o 12. Administrative, Support, Waste Management, and Remediation Services 
o 13. Educational Services 
o 14. Health Care and Social Assistance 
o 15. Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation 
o 16. Accommodation and Food Services 
o 17. Other Services 
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8. Have you consciously made a decision for Jesus Christ–(please check one)  
o 1.   Yes  
o 2.   No 
 
9. How long have ago did you make a decision for Jesus Christ?         /          (mos/yr) 
 
10. What are the five most important ways that you relate to other Christians (example: 
worship, small groups, etc.)? Please list from the most to the least important. 
1.    
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
 
11. How often do you meet with other Vineyard Church of Columbus Christians?  
o 1.  weekly 
o 2.  twice a month 
o 3.  quarterly 
o 4.  yearly 
 
12. Before coming to Vineyard Columbus were you ever involved in a church or 
churches? Please list up to five previous church involvements and indicate the length 
of your involvement:  
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thank you for completing this survey. The results of this survey will only be used for this 
research project conducted by Stephen W. Van Dop. All results will be kept confidential. 
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APPENDIX D 
 
TURNING TO JESUS: FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
1. What events and experiences led you to the realization that you needed God? 
 
2. Once you realized that you needed God, what did you do to embrace God? 
 
3. What two or three changes (i.e., values, beliefs, behaviors, relationships, attitudes, 
or healings) have taken place in your life since you placed your trust in Jesus 
Christ? Please name them. 
4. What two or three events or activities at VCC have been helpful in your growth as 
a follower of Jesus Christ? Please name them. 
5. Is there anything else about your story of faith in Jesus Christ that you would like  
 
to share? 
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APPENDIX E 
 
A SUMMARY DESCRIPTION OF V. BAILEY GILLESPIE 
 
AND LEWIS R. RAMBO’S SIX CONVERSION TYPES 
 
The following briefly describes six conversion types: ideal, apostasy, intensi-
fication, affiliation, institutional transition, and tradition transition.  
An ideal type is an intellectual construction designed to help understand the range 
and varying characteristics of many kinds of conversion. This type can be used to portray 
the nature of conversion in terms of the depth of change socially and culturally needed in 
order to be considered a convert. 
  Apostasy, or defection, is the repudiation of a religious tradition or its beliefs by 
previous members. This type of change does not involve acceptance of a new religious 
perspective but often indicates adoption of a nonreligious system of values. 
Deprogramming, an intensive method sometimes used to remove people from religious 
movements viewed as cults, may be seen as a form of forced “deconversion,” or 
apostasy. Apostasy is used in this typology list because the dynamics of loss of faith or of 
leaving a group constitute an important form of change, both individually and 
collectively, in the contemporary setting. 
Intensification is the revitalized commitment to a faith with which the convert has 
had previous affiliation, whether formal or informal. It occurs when nominal members of 
a religious institution make their commitments a central focus in their lives or when 
people deepen their involvement in a community of faith through profound religious 
experience and/or life transitions like marriage, childbirth, and approaching death. 
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Affiliation is the movement of an individual or group from no or minimal 
religious commitment to full involvement with an institution or community of faith. 
Affiliation has recently become a controversial notion with allegations of manipulative 
recruitment strategies often leveled against some new religious movements (i.e., the 
Unification Church) and Christian fundamentalist groups. Many converts to new 
religious movements have little or no religious background so few countervailing forces 
act against the desire to affiliate. 
Institutional transition involves the change of an individual or group from one 
community to another within a major tradition. An example is conversion from the 
Baptist to the Presbyterian Church in America. Similarities in doctrine do not discount 
the transition since the institutional histories are so well established.  
Tradition transition refers to the movement of an individual or a group from one 
major religious tradition to another. Moving from one worldview, ritual system, symbolic 
universe, and lifestyle to another is a complex process that often takes place in the 
context of cross-cultural contact and conflict. 
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APPENDIX F 
 
A SUMMARY DESCRIPTION OF JOHN LOFLAND 
 
AND NORMAN SKONOVD’S SIX CONVERSION MOTIFS 
 
The following briefly describes John Lofland and Norman Skonovd’s six 
conversion motifs: intellectual, mystical, experiential, affectional, revival, and coercive. 
In intellectual conversion, the person seeks knowledge about religious or spiritual 
issues via books, television, articles, lectures, and other media that do not involve 
significant social contact. The person actively seeks out and explores alternatives. Belief 
generally occurs prior to active participation in religious rituals and organizations. 
Mystical conversion is considered by some to be the prototypical conversion, as 
in the case of Saul of Tarsus. Mystical conversion is generally a sudden and traumatic 
burst of insight, induced by visions, voices, or other paranormal experiences. 
The third motif, experiential conversion, has emerged as a major avenue of 
conversion in the twentieth century because of greater religious freedom and a 
multiplicity of available religious experiences. Experiential conversion involves active 
exploration of religious options. The potential convert has a “show me” mentality, 
essentially saying, “I’ll pursue this possibility and see what spiritual benefits it may 
provide to me.” Many groups encourage this mode by welcoming a quasi-scientific 
stance. Potential converts are urged to take nothing on faith but to try the theology, ritual, 
and organization for themselves and discover whether the system is true (that is, 
beneficial or supportive) for them. 
The fourth motif is affectional. First identified by John Lofland and Rodney Stark, 
this motif stresses interpersonal bonds as an important factor in the conversion process. 
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Central to it is the direct, personal experience of being loved, nurtured, and affirmed by a 
group and its leaders.  
Revival is the fifth motif Lofland and Skonovd discuss. Although less prominent 
in the twentie th century, this revival type of conversion uses crowd conformity to induce 
behavior.  Individuals are emotionally aroused, and new behavior and beliefs are 
promoted by the pressures exerted. For instance, revival meetings feature emotionally 
powerful music and preaching. In addition to the group experience, individuals are 
sometimes sought out by family members and friends to exert direct influence on the 
potential convert. This motif has decreased in frequency in the latter part of the twentieth 
century. Nevertheless, revivalism continues to be present in sections of the country, and 
certain independent congregations scattered around the country continue to practice this 
form of conversion. 
The sixth motif is coercive. Because specific conditions need to be present for 
such conversion to occur, Lofland and Skonovd believe that this type of conversion is 
relatively rare. Brainwashing, coercive persuasion, thought reform, and programming are 
other labels for such a process. A conversion is more or less coercive according to the 
level of intense pressure exerted on the person to participate, conform, and confess. 
Deprivation of food and sleep may render the person unable to resist the pressure to 
surrender to the group’s ideology and submissive lifestyle. Fear and, some allege, 
physical torture and other forms of psychological terror are employed to gain control over 
the person’s life.  
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APPENDIX G 
 
“INTERVIEW FORMAT” 
 
 FROM THE BOOK  
 
THE CONTAGIOUS WITNESS: EXPLORING CHRISTIAN CONVERSION 
 
BY RON CRANDALL 
 
Religious Background 
1. As a child and/or a youth, how many times a month did you attend church?  
     With whom? Where? What denomination or tradition? 
2. Was this mostly a positive or mostly a negative influence on your life? 
3. To what extent did your parent(s) serve as role model(s) of the Christian faith? 
4. Which persons most stimulated your interest in becoming a Christian? 
5. What was it about these persons that most stimulated your interest in becoming a 
Christian? 
Claiming Your Own Faith 
6. How old were you when you believed you became a Christian? (Please explain.) 
7. Is there a particular event or occasion you think of as your conversion or  
critical turning point in your relationship with Christ? Yes? No? 
8. If “yes,” how old were you at this time? (may/may not be same age as #6). 
9. Where were you when this happened? 
10. Who were you with when this happened? 
11. What particular person most helped you arrive at this decision or discovery? 
12. What was it about this person that most helped you make this decision? 
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The Experience Remembered 
13. If you can remember, what were you looking for or seeking? In other words, why 
did you become a Christian? 
14. Was there any special way you sensed God had been leading you to this decision? 
15. What do you remember as the most important/helpful part of the gospel message for 
you? 
16. What special insights or feelings did you experience at this time? 
17. How do you generally refer to this event in your life? What do you call it? How do 
you describe it? 
Your Life Since Becoming a Christian 
18. Since becoming a Christian, have there been times when your faith has been 
severely tested or even abandoned? (Please explain.) 
19. Have you had additional experiences that have enlarged or confirmed your faith? 
(Please explain.) 
20. As a Christian, what are your greatest longings or concerns today? (Please explain.) 
21. Is there anything else about your story of faith that you would like to share? 
22. Are there any comments you would like to make about this interview? 
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APPENDIX H 
 
TURNING TO JESUS: FOCUS GROUP DATA RECORD 
 
Focus Group   ___________     Case Number ___________ 
Time Duration ___________ 
 
1. What events and experiences led to the realization that you needed God? 
 
Objective Record: 
        
  
Subjective Record: 
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Turning to Jesus: Focus Group Data Record 
Focus Group   ___________     Case Number   ___________  
Time Duration ___________ 
 
2. Once you realized that you needed God, What did you do to embrace God? 
 
Objective Record: 
        
  
Subjective Record: 
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Turning to Jesus: Focus Group Data Record 
Focus Group   ___________     Case Number   ___________  
Time Duration ___________ 
 
3. What two or three changes (i.e., values beliefs, behaviors, relationships, attitudes) have 
taken place in your life since you came to faith in Jesus Christ? Please name them. 
 
Objective Record: 
        
Personhood 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Community 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cause 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Other 
Subjective Record: 
 
    
  
  Van Dop 202 
   
 
Turning to Jesus: Focus Group Data Record 
Focus Group   ___________     Case Number   ___________ 
Time Duration___________ 
 
4. What two or three events or activities at VCC have been helpful in your growth as a 
follower of Jesus Christ? Please name them. 
 
Objective Record: 
        
Personhood  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Community 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cause 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Other 
Subjective Record: 
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Turning to Jesus: Focus Group Data Record 
Focus Group   ___________     Case Number   ___________ 
Time Duration___________ 
 
5. Is there anything else about your story of faith in Jesus Christ that you would like to 
share? 
 
Objective Record: 
        
Personhood 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Community 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cause 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Other 
 
Subjective Record: 
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APPENDIX I 
 
TURNING TO JESUS: E-MAIL INVITATION TO SAMPLE POPULATION  
 
TO PARTICIPATE IN THE STUDY 
 
July 18, 2003 
 
Dear Friend, 
 
As people new to Vineyard Columbus, you may not know that in addition to my 
responsibilities as the evangelism pastor I have also been working on a dissertation 
project for a Doctor of Ministry degree from Asbury Theological Seminary. The first 
three chapters of the dissertation have been completed and approved by my faculty 
committee. It is time to collect data. I will be convening focus groups (4-6 persons) to 
hear their conversion stories. I am writing to ask for your assistance by participating in 
my study. 
 
Here is how you can help: 
 
1. Please indicate your willingness to participate in this study by completing and  
      returning the short survey that is attached to this e-mail. This survey will assist me      
      in placing you in one of eight focus groups. 
2. Participate in one ninety-minute focus group session. A written questionnaire will 
be completed, and I will ask 5 questions of the group. These sessions will be 
video taped for the purpose of accuracy.  
 
Here is my pledge to you: 
 
1. All written questionnaires, notes, and recorded conversations will remain 
confidential and in my personal possession. Additionally your responses will be 
used only for the project. 
2. Because all responses are vital to this research, every returned questionnaire will 
be gratefully received and included in the study results.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Stephen W. Van Dop 
Pastor of Evangelism 
Vineyard Church of Columbus 
 
Attachment (1) 
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APPENDIX J 
 
STUDY FOLLOW UP  “THANK-YOU” LETTER 
 
 
Dear  
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in my dissertation project. Your participation will 
enable others as well as myself to understand the dynamics of conversion at Vineyard 
Church of Columbus.  
 
In order to begin the study, I need to set up eight different types of focus groups. I need 
your help in knowing in what focus group to place you. Please take a moment right now 
and complete the five questions on the attached survey. Then return it to me as soon as 
possible. This information will guide me in setting up your focus group. Please note that 
your prompt reply enables us to move forward.  
 
Thanks so much for your time and energy.  
 
Choice blessings, 
 
Stephen W. Van Dop 
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APPENDIX K 
 
SUMMARY OF RANKINGS OF RELATIONAL CONTEXTS WITH OTHER  
 
CHRISTIANS AS REPORTED IN PERSONAL DATA QUESTIONNAIRE?  
 
RAW DATA 
 
                              Ranking 
 
Relational Contexts 
#1 
 
#2 
 
#3 
 
#4 
 
#5 
 
All 
       
Small Groups 20 11 6 2 1 40 
Weekend Service 6 14 8 6 2 36 
1:1 Relationships 8 6 8 10 1 33 
VCC Ministry 3 5 8 4 6 26 
Discipleship 0 0 2 3 1 6 
Other  (VCC & Non-VCC) 3 3 3 4 8 21 
All Responses 40 39 35 29 19 162 
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